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ABSTRACT 
  
My dissertation project examines the intersecting relationship between indigeneity, sport, 
and gender at Haskell Institute.  Now a Native American tribal college, Haskell Institute was 
originally built in the 1880s as part of the colonial boarding school movement, which sought to 
assimilate Native youth into white culture and undermine Indigenous communities.  My project 
focuses specifically on Haskell’s athletic and physical education programs, and I argue that 
through participation in Haskell’s physical and athletic culture, Native students actively resisted 
assimilationist ideals and re-asserted their relationship to their own Indigenous communities. 
“Building Bodies, (Un)Making Empire” argues that sport and physical education were 
sites of decolonization and contestation between Native students and government employees at 
Haskell Institute, a federal off-reservation Indian boarding school in Lawrence, Kansas. 
Specifically, my evidence shows that Native women who attended Haskell participated in 
athletics as a way to define their Native identity while accommodating the demands of white 
womanhood and domesticity. Drawing on student memoirs, periodicals, and government letters 
and reports, I argue that sport constituted a terrain in which Native women at the school 
mobilized multiple femininities as a means to subvert and resist coercive colonial gender 
expectations.  My approach to this topic brings to the forefront the preoccupation of disciplining 
Native bodies as part of the colonial political project.  My project also engages with the rich 
histories of health and women’s bodies in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, which 
have largely overlooked the lived experiences of Native women.  By bringing these bodies of 
scholarship into dialogue with each other, my dissertation shows how Native women navigated 
colonial expectations while continuing their own distinct histories of physical culture.  Though 
largely unrecognized by colonial officials and sports professionals, Native nations have their 
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own histories of games and sports, many of which were for or included women.  Thus, when 
Haskell women were introduced to the physical education curriculum of Western sports, such as 
basketball, the concept of sport was not new, just different.  My project interrogates and even 
emphasizes this difference, which demonstrates a complex relationship between Native 
cosmologies and Western sport.   
Rather than comparing the history of Haskell women’s engagement with sport to what 
their male counterparts were doing, I approach this particular history by engaging with 
ideologies surrounding the production of womanhood, both within and outside of Native 
communities.  This not only allows for me to foreground Native women’s positionalities but 
shows how these women were active contributors to the emergence of women’s athletics.  This 
history of sport and gender is not limited to Haskell Institute, but, has local and nation 
implications.  As an historical project “Building Bodies, (Un)Making Empire” offers a unique 
and necessary contribution to the field of gender and public health studies by reconstructing the 
historical narrative surrounding the production of femininity and its relationship to U.S. empire. 
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PROLOGUE: BOARDING SCHOOL HISTORIES 
 
Built in 1884, Haskell Institute was one of several off-reservation Indian boarding 
schools commissioned by the Office of Indian Affairs (OIA) as part of its broader assimilationist 
campaign of Native American youth.  Haskell was originally known as The United States Indian 
Industrial Training School, but was officially termed Haskell Institute in 1890 after Kansas 
Congressman Dudley Haskell, an instrumental figure in convincing the OIA to open a boarding 
school in Lawrence, Kansas.1  According to Haskell historian Theresa Milk, the townspeople of 
Lawrence were in agreement with their congressman that their city would serve as a suitable 
place for a boarding school, and local merchants and citizens donated close to $10,000 for the 
purchase of land for the new school.  By the summer of 1884, three large buildings were 
constructed: the school house, a girls’ dormitory, and a boys’ dormitory, and in September of 
1884 Haskell officially opened its doors and welcomed its first class of students.2  Theresa Milk 
notes that some of the first Native people to arrive at Haskell were seven men sent from the 
Chilocco Indian school to assist with labor on the school grounds such as farming, construction, 
and landscaping.  Milk then asserts that these men likely remained at Haskell as students, and 
that their initial work as laborers was integral to the school’s opening and functionality in its 
early history.3  The use of inexpensive or free Native labor to maintain school grounds and 
produce every day necessities such as clothing and food is a continuous thread that connects 
Haskell’s earliest days to the end of this project’s scope in 1930.  This labor is representative of 
both exploitative practices instilled by the Office of Indian Affairs and underscores the 
educational approach of the boarding school movement.  While students were trained in subjects 
                                               
1 Theresa Milk, Haskell Institute: 19th Century Stories of Sacrifice and Survival (Lawrence: Mammoth Publications, 
2007), 7. 
2 Ibid, 13. 
3 Ibid, 20-21. 
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like mathematics, history, and grammar, large portions of the school day were dedicated to 
learning industrial trades; consequently, the use of student labor was justified as educational.  
Boarding school historian Matthew Sakiestewa Gilbert refers to this vocational training as the 
creation of an Indian working class that was intended to benefit both white and Indian 
communities.4   
 Haskell’s early years were marred by disorganization, disease, and the death of a number 
of students.  The process of getting students to Haskell itself produced deep traumas within 
Native communities, an intentional effort on behalf of the Office of Indian Affairs to disrupt and 
destroy tribal sovereignty and culture.  Boarding school historians Matthew Sakiestewa Gilbert, 
David Wallace Adams, Brenda Child, K. Tsianina Lomawaima, and others have documented the 
number of ways that Office of Indian Affairs officials coerced families into sending their 
children to boarding schools or even forcibly removed children from their families when parents 
resisted sending them willingly.  According to both Theresa Milk and David Wallace Adams, 
“children were forcibly removed from their homes; parents were coerced and threatened with the 
withholding of rations, essentially starvation; or parents were forced to choose between children 
in order to keep the rest of the family alive—they would have to pick one child to send to 
boarding school to keep receiving their rations.”5  When discussing relations between 
government officials and members of the Hopi community, Gilberts notes the different responses 
among various Hopi families, with some accommodating government demands to send their 
children to boarding schools while others refused to do so.6  Importantly, for those who did send 
children to schools such as Haskell Institute, Sherman Institute in Riverside, California, or one of 
                                               
4 Matthew Sakiestewa Gilbert, Education beyond the Mesas: Hopi Students at Sherman Institute, 1902-1929 (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2010), XXI. 
5 Milk, Haskell Institute, 22; David Wallace Adams, Education for Extinction: American Indians and the Boarding 
School Experience, 1875-1928 (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1995), 63-66. 
6 Gilbert, Education beyond the Mesas, XXII. 
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the several other federal Indian boarding schools, such acquiescence did not represent an 
acceptance of colonial encroachment or a surrender of sovereignty.  Instead, these decisions 
represented complex negotiations between individual families, their greater Native communities, 
and U.S. government officials.7  For example, Crow woman Alma Hogan Snell recalls her 
grandmother, Pretty-Shield’s, reflections on boarding school educations: “I understand.  Now, 
I’m beginning to understand what it’s all about.  They want all our children to be educated in 
their way—the white man way.  I know there’s no stopping it.  That makes me sad because I am 
going to have to let the old ways go and push my children to this new year.  It breaks my heart to 
do that.  I have no reason to change, but looking to the future, they must go.”8  Pretty-Shield’s 
sentiments reflect a painful pragmatism that countless others experienced; the decision to send 
children to boarding schools was not made easily or lightly and often considered the future 
implications of such an education. 
 Once students arrived at their designated boarding school, the traumas and hardships of 
family separation and the difficult journey to the school only continued.  Theresa Milk frames 
the early years of Haskell Institute and the stories of its original students as stories of sacrifice.  
Milk documents the initial educational aims of Haskell, stating, “The first ten years of Haskell 
were focused on ‘civilization’ of Native students.  Education included basic English, reading, 
and writing skills in grades one through five; and Christianity, citizenship, and manual labor… 
The students at Haskell in the early years suffered the most.”9  As part of “civilization” and 
“citizenship” training, students were stripped of their Native names and provided with new, 
                                               
7 Disputes about off-reservation education also occurred within families.  According to the memoir of Navajo woman 
Irene Stewart, her father sent her to the Fort Defiance Indian school when her grandmother was away, knowing that 
she would object to such a decision.  For more on Irene’s experience at Fort Defiance see: Irene Stewart, A Voice in 
Her Tribe: A Navajo Woman’s Story, (Socorro, N.M: Ballena Press, 1981). 
8 Alma Hogan Snell and Peter Nabokov, Grandmother’s Grandchild: My Crow Indian Life, ed. Becky Matthews 
(Lincoln: Bison Books, 2001), 107. 
9 Milk, Haskell Institute, 22. 
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Anglican names.  Speaking Native languages was forbidden, and students had to relinquish their 
own style of dress in favor of government issued clothing.  If students were caught violating any 
of the school’s many rules, they often endured harsh punishments.  According to Haskell 
historian Myriam Vučković, when Colonel Grabowskii took over the superintendent role at 
Haskell in 1885 he “introduced a military-like system that divided students into five companies 
of cadet battalions that served to break up tribal groupings and any kind of resistance to school 
rules.”  Along with this emphasis on military-style ordering, Grabowskii also initiated corporal 
punishment “as well as the introduction of a school prison.”10  Throughout Haskell’s history, the 
mode of punishment changed as each superintendent and school disciplinarian brought a 
different approach to such matters, but almost all Haskell students, regardless of the time frame, 
encountered a pronounced focus on strict rules and guidelines and the threat of punishment if the 
rules were not followed.   
 Along with cultural upheaval and the implementation of discipline and order, students at 
boarding schools also struggled maintaining their physical and mental health and well-being.  
Historian Brenda Child references the frequency of communicable diseases at schools like 
Haskell and also argues that even when school superintendents insisted in their annual reports 
that no serious epidemics occurred during the school year, health records showed otherwise.  
According to Child, the boarding school setting was conducive to the spread of disease and “a 
number of factors contributed to the problem of disease in government schools for Indians, 
including overcrowding and poor food.”  School employees also added to student health 
struggles as “an often-underpaid staff provided irregular medical care.  And not least, apathetic 
boarding school officials frequently failed to heed their own directions calling for the segregation 
                                               
10 Myriam Vučković, Voices from Haskell: Indian Students between Two Worlds, 1884-1928 (Lawrence: University 
Press of Kansas, 2008), 22-23. 
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of children in poor health from the rest of the student body.”11  Another likely cause of declining 
health among boarding school students was exhaustion.  When recounting her time at the Fort 
Defiance Indian school in Fort Defiance, Arizona, Irene Stewart noted, “By evening I was too 
tired to play and just fell asleep wherever I sat down.  I think this is why the boys and girls ran 
away from school; why some became ill; why it was so hard to learn.  We were too tired to 
study.”12  The food was often abysmal and rarely featured fresh produce.  Alma Snell 
remembered picking worms out of her food while at school and Haskell officials frequently 
encountered similar complaints for their students.  In 1907, Haskell student Isaac Plentyhoops 
deserted and cited poor food as his main reason for running away from school.13  Haskell 
Superintendent H.B. Peairs was not pleased with Plentyhoops’ decision to run away, nor did he 
agree with the sentiment that the food was lacking.  In a letter to S.G. Reynolds, an Indian agent 
working at the Crow agency, Peairs wrote, “The talk about poor food makes me tried.  The 
Indian children get better food here than the average farmer has, and very much better than they 
get at home.  Deserters have to have some excuse and this seems to be the stock excuse.”14  
Although Peairs dismissed these complaints as nothing more than a “stock excuse” for desertion, 
ample evidence suggests that boarding school students suffered constantly form malnutrition.  
Peairs’ comments also strike another note that was common among Office of Indian Affairs 
employees: the insistence that students should be grateful for the opportunities afforded them at 
boarding schools.  Peairs and others firmly believed that Native students were far better off at 
school than at home and became angry and frustrated when students chose to run away and not 
appreciate the benevolence of the United States government.  Like so many other “progressives” 
                                               
11 Brenda J. Child, Boarding School Seasons: American Indian Families, 1900-1940 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 2000), 55-57. 
12 Stewart, A Voice in Her Tribe, 17. 
13 S.G. Reynolds to Superintendent H.B. Peairs, September 11, 1907, Series 8, Box 168, RG 75, National Archives 
Central Plains Region (NACPR). 
14 Superintendent H.B. Peairs to S.G. Reynolds, September 14, 1907, Series 8, Box 168, RG 75, NACPR. 
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and reformers, Peairs saw himself as a true friend to the Indian and ignored any criticism that 
called his apparent benevolence into question.  
 Even as the scope of this project ends by 1930, the afterlives of U.S. colonial policies and 
practices continue to haunt Indigenous communities and requires further attention and recourse 
by churches, missionary organizations, and the U.S. government.  The traumas endured by 
Native youth at boarding schools such as Haskell and its lasting impact within Native 
communities cannot and should not be understated.  According to Denise Lajimodiere and 
Andrea Carmen, “the US Boarding School policies severely impacted the thousands of children 
who experienced forced removal from their parents, families and communities and the brutal 
physical, sexual, cultural, spiritual and emotional abuse that took place in the government 
mandated schools.”  Lajimodiere and Carmen continue, stating, “We also stress the importance 
of redress and restitution for the ongoing intergenerational suffering and cultural loss that are a 
direct result of these policies for so many Indigenous individuals, families, communities and 
Tribal Nations across the United States.”15  Lajimodiere and Carmen recommend that the U.S. 
government create a Commission on Boarding School Policy and work in conjunction with 
Indigenous peoples to gather information about the boarding school experience, affirm the 
traumas endured by Indigenous peoples caused by U.S. government and missionary practices, 
and provide redress and support for Indigenous communities.16  Boarding school histories and 
narratives, then, are part of a continued conversation around trauma, sovereignty, and the 
recognition of colonial violence and genocidal actions.  
                                               
15 Andrea Carmen and Denise Lajimodiere, “The Case of Boarding Schools in the United States of America,” in 
Indigenous Peoples’ Access to Justice, Including Truth and Reconciliation Processes, ed. Wilton Littlechild and Elsa 
Stamatopoulou, (New York: Institute for the Study of Human Rights, Columbia University, 2014), 262. 
16 Ibid.  In particular, Lajimodiere and Carmen note the need for language revival programs as well as a committed 
effort to creating a healing and justice program that centers on Indigenous perspectives and knowledges. 
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 Although students and their families had little recourse to change or reform the boarding 
school experience, historians have located and expanded upon narratives of resistance and 
agency enacted by boarding school students.  These modes of resistance took many forms that 
included running away from school, wearing home clothes underneath the boarding school 
uniform, and the creation of “slang” language to discuss forbidden topics without detection from 
school employees.17  Student resistance was not always overt, and, according to historian David 
Wallace Adams, some used the method of accommodation as a way to navigate and survive the 
boarding school experience.  At times, accommodation was “the need to go through the motions 
and bide one’s time until the ordeal was over,” while at others accommodation involved active 
cooperation with the institution.  But, as Adams argues, “learning something about the white 
man’s language and lifeways did not necessitate a wholesale abandonment of one’s Indian self.  
Accommodation was not synonymous with surrender.”18  
At Haskell Institute, athletics were central to discourses and practices of resistance and 
accommodation among the student body.  By the turn of the twentieth century, a distinct athletic 
culture emerged at Haskell that generated competing understandings of the purpose of athletics 
at an educational institution such as Haskell.  School administrators believed that athletics 
furthered the cause of managing and disciplining Native bodies and that athletic successes 
validated the boarding school system as a necessary and needed endeavor.  Haskell students, 
though, understood athletic participation as opportunities to escape the harsh realities of boarding 
school life and demonstrate their skills and abilities as Native people.  The athletic culture at 
Haskell created moments of shared experiences between Native students along inter-and intra-
tribal lines and even produced new relationships within the broader Native community in the 
United States.  While school officials understood their athletes as representing the boarding 
                                               
17 Lucille Winnie, Sah-Gan-De-Oh: The Chief's Daughter, (New York: Vantage Press, 1969), 52. 
18 Adams, Education for Extinction, 240. 
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school, Haskell athletes used sport as a way to embody a much wider community that 
encompassed countless Indigenous athletic traditions and cultures.  The convergence of these 
distinct and at times opposing views of boarding school athletics is the focus of this dissertation.  
Beginning with Haskell’s inception in 1884 and concluding in 1930, this dissertation traces the 
many ebbs and flows of sport at Haskell Institute and offers an in-depth analysis of how and why 
sport became a central tenant of daily life for nearly every Haskell student throughout this near 
fifty-year time period. 
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INTRODUCTION: SPORTING CULTURES AT HASKELL 
INSTITUTE, 1884-1930 
 
“His feud dates back to Tippecanoe 
And the Utah lava beds; 
Wounded Knee—wherever in fact, 
The whites have fought the reds. 
It all lies back of the runs he makes 
Through the broken pale-face line; 
Gives speed to his feet, strength to his arms, 
White tacklers lie supine. 
On the Madison heights the Black Hawk braves 
Raised their emblematic mound; 
In Arizona’s mesa wastes 
The Apache trails abound. 
But no proud chieftain ever has left 
A mark so well revealed, 
As the print of big John Levi’s cleats 
In the turf of the football field.”19 
 This poem, penned by syndicated sports journalist Lawrence Perry in 1923, poignantly 
captures the complex relationship between race, indigeneity, and sport in the early part of the 
twentieth century.  Opening with references to violent clashes between Native communities and 
American settlers, the poem then moves to a different venue for conflict—football games.  Perry 
articulated a sense of revenge as Native athletes used their prowess on the football field to 
                                               
19 Indian Leader, Vol. XXVII, no. 13, December 21, 1923, 7. 
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avenge colonial wrongs and affirm their presence at a time when the white imagination thought 
of Native people as vanishing.  By the second stanza, Perry specifically emphasizes one Native 
athlete, John Levi.  Levi, an Arapaho man from Concho, Oklahoma, dominated the athletic scene 
in the early 1920s as a three-sport athlete.  He was particularly prolific on the football field first 
at the Chilocco Indian School before moving to Lawrence, Kansas where he enrolled at Haskell 
Institute.  While at Haskell, Levi’s athletic reputation grew. He was often referred to as the 
“second Jim Thorpe” as he mastered both the gridiron and the baseball diamond.  Perry’s poem 
encapsulates both an homage to Levi’s athletic talents and the deeper meaning possible within 
Indian country.  The print of Levi’s cleats transcended the gridiron by producing a collective 
Indigenous identity that foregrounded Native survivance and persistence within an imperial 
society.20  It is neither an accident nor happenstance that such meaning was derived from sport. 
Sport occupied an at times fraught place within American and Native cultures in the early 
twentieth century by providing both a reflection of cultural interests and a refraction of their 
place within personal and collective community identities.  The labor of sport within the 
production of racial and cultural subjectivities, as evidenced by Perry’s poem, is the subject of 
this dissertation. I showcase how sport and physical culture in the United States generated literal 
and metaphorical embodiments of race, gender, and indigeneity. 
 At its broadest, this dissertation explores the intersection of gender, indigeneity, and 
empire through the lens of sport in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in the United 
States.  Focusing on Haskell Institute, a federally-run off-reservation Native American boarding 
school, located in Lawrence Kansas, this dissertation seeks to understand the athletic and 
physical education programs implemented at the school for both men and women.  In particular, 
I illuminate the histories of Haskell’s women who engaged with the school’s athletic and 
                                               
20 Gerald Robert Vizenor, Manifest Manners: Narratives on Postindian Survivance, (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1999), vii. 
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physical education curriculums.  I argue that the Native women who attended Haskell embodied 
multiple, and at times competing, femininities as a means to assert their Indigenous sovereignty 
and subtlety resist colonial expectations surrounding Native womanhood.  I also argue that 
Native women’s engagement with Western sports such as basketball not only adds an important 
nuance to the genealogy of women’s sport history, but it actually changes the genealogy itself by 
holding accountable the role of empire in the production of race and femininity at the turn of the 
twentieth century.  This argument articulates the presence of Native women within the origins of 
modern women’s sport, and it theorizes how the intersection of gender and indigeneity was 
embodied in the athletic arena.  This is a history that is both local and national in its scope. As 
evidenced by Lawrence Perry’s poem, the meaning of sport at Haskell Institute transcended the 
school’s boundaries and represented a continuous relationship between Native communities and 
their own athletic cultures and traditions.   
 This dissertation also explores the creation of and contestation over the physical culture 
on the campus of Haskell Institute.  Similar to other aspects of a boarding school education, sport 
and physical education were implemented by school officials for the purpose of assimilating and 
disciplining Native bodies.  In a 1925 letter to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, Charles 
Burke, Haskell Superintendent H.B. Peairs argued that physical training was just as necessary 
and important as industrial training.  Peairs emphasized his logic and stated, “In fact the saving 
of the Indian race must depend basically upon an intelligent observance of health laws.  That 
includes regular physical training, recreation and athletics for the Indian youth.”21  What Peairs 
saw as an important educational occasion for his Native students, the students themselves saw as 
opportunities to create new inter-and-intra-tribal relationships and assert their Native 
positionalities in a space where such actions were otherwise forbidden.  Participation in athletics 
                                               
21 Superintendent H.B Peairs to Commissioner of Indian Affairs Charles Burke, January 9, 1925, Central Classified 
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at Haskell provided students with outlets that were often rarities on the school’s campus.  This 
included access to better food, a chance to travel away from school grounds, and time away from 
academic and industrial training.  Even some students who did not participate on a sports team 
benefitted from the better food served to the athletes.  Lucille Winnie remembered the lack of 
quality food during her time at Haskell in the 1920s and noted, “During my first month there, I 
would have died from malnutrition had I not had a big brother on the football team.  They had a 
special training table, and I always found my way there for the evening meal.”  Winnie wrote of 
her move towards the training table as a surreptitious process in order to avoid detection from 
other students and dining hall matrons, “I would start my journey to the training table, edging my 
way on my stool from table to table.  The football team was served juicy steaks and other ‘good 
eats,’ and Brother and his teammates always saved something for me—usually a steak sandwich 
and fresh fruit.”22  Winnie would then tuck the food in her dress to indulge in away from the 
steady surveillance of school employees.  Winnie’s short anecdote reveals a number of realities 
that Haskell students encountered: malnutrition and limited availability to healthy and substantial 
food, special treatment afforded to the school’s male athletes, and subtle moments of resistance 
where students and family members looked out for one another’s health and well-being.   
These stories form the core of my exploration of athletics at Haskell and demonstrate the 
many ways that athletics influenced the lives of students outside of the sporting arena.  Access to 
food and the dining experience of student athletes is a particularly poignant example of this.  
Starting as early as 1903, Superintendent H.B. Peairs created a training table in the dining hall 
for the school’s athletes and even hired a separate cook to prepare their meals.23  Although the 
                                               
22 Winnie, Sah-Gan-De-Oh, 50. 
23 In a letter in 1903, Peairs wrote to a potential football coach, A.E. Hernnstein, and informed him of the coaching 
duties and responsibilities at Haskell.  Also in this letter, Peairs wrote about the special training table where the football 
team eats its meals, and was served “whatever is allowed by the coach.” Superintendent H.B. Peairs to A.E. 
Hernnstein, March 7, 1903, Series 25, Box 192, RG 75, NACPR.  
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training table was typically created for the benefit of the school’s male athletes, female athletes 
also received better food from time to time.  When women’s basketball was instilled at Haskell 
in the early 1900s, multiple references to the team getting treated to Oyster suppers after games 
appear within the Indian Leader, the school’s newspaper.  Along with receiving better food, 
Haskell athletes had more mobility than most other students as athletic contests were frequently 
scheduled away from Haskell’s campus.  By the turn of the twentieth century, the Haskell 
football team traveled as far north as Illinois and as far south as Texas.  The women’s basketball 
team never traveled quite so far, but still traveled around the state of Kansas and even went to 
states such as Nebraska and Missouri.   
These excursions away from campus broke up the monotony of daily life at the school 
and afforded students with the opportunity to interact with other members of the Native 
community.  When the Haskell football team traveled to Chicago, Illinois for a football game in 
1903, the team had the chance to meet with Dr. Carlos Montezuma, an Apache man and the first 
Native American male to earn a medical degree in the United States.  During a weekend trip to 
Minneapolis, Minnesota in 1923, the football team met Jim Thorpe, who watched the football 
contest from the Haskell sideline.24  Even apart from some of the more noteworthy encounters 
Haskell athletes experienced, Native community members often attended Haskell sporting 
events, which gave athletes a chance to engage with other Native peoples; something that was a 
rare occurrence on school grounds.  Moreover, the mobility itself to travel to and from the school 
was a luxury that most students did not enjoy during their school tenure.  Aside from trips to and 
from the town of Lawrence, most students remained at school and were frequently denied 
requests to go home for vacations or family emergencies.  In Boarding School Seasons, Brenda 
Child documents the policy of boarding schools to “limit the frequency and duration of 
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children’s visits to their own communities, contending that family and tribe would hinder the 
work of assimilation, or that newly reformed and educated students would lapse into their former 
degraded lifestyles.”25  But, the same standard was often not applied for school athletes.  In the 
summer of 1907, the father of Haskell student Wallace Murry wrote to H.B. Peairs asking if his 
son could come home for a vacation.  While Peairs typically did fulfill such requests, he wrote to 
Harvey Meyer, the Haskell baseball coach, and stated, “I would suggest that when he [Wallace 
Murry] can be spared, it will probably be best to let him go home for vacation.  I suppose 
Theodore Brunt wants to go soon…Hold him until some one can be secured to take his place, 
and same way with Theodore, but arrangements should be made to let them go as soon as players 
can be had to take their placed.”26  Even though Peairs was only willing to let these players 
return home when their spots on the baseball team were filled, students such as Wallace Murry 
and Theodore Brunt enjoyed a level of mobility that most students at Haskell were denied.     
 While Haskell officials created some of the luxuries athletes encountered, I argue that 
Haskell students relied on sport as a way to survive the boarding school experience and 
simultaneously dismantle the colonial intentions behind the implementation of athletics at a 
school such as Haskell.  It is likely that some resentment existed between students who did not 
enjoy the better food at the football training table or trips to cities such as Chicago, Illinois or 
Austin, Texas, but there is overwhelming evidence that the entirety of the Haskell student body 
supported and took pride in their sports teams and athletic achievements.  Countless publications 
within the school’s paper, the Indian Leader, depict positive sentiments about the school’s 
athletic teams by current and former students as well as members of the Native community that 
had no direct connection to Haskell Institute.  As Haskell officials and employees of the Office 
of Indian Affairs hoped to use the boarding schools as tools of assimilation and destructors of 
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Native cultures and identities, the students used sport to connect with their individual Native 
community and build relationships with other Native peoples.  When discussing Hopi students 
who participated in track and cross-country at Sherman Institute in Riverside, California, 
historian Matthew Sakiestewa Gilbert notes the complex relationship between boarding school 
athletes and their own communities.  For Gilbert, these histories of Hopi runners at Sherman 
represent examples of cultural persistence and the continuity of Hopi running, but also the 
“internal and external forces that strained these ties when Hopis competed in national and 
international running events.”27  Similar complexities existed for Haskell athletes as students 
navigated their own tribal connections to sports and physical culture while engaging with 
Western conceptions of organized athletics.  These interactions were not singular experiences 
nor linear in their progression, which illuminates the importance of scale and space within this 
history: the athletic body, athletic bodies, the boarding school setting, and the broader Native and 
non-Native communities.  These four themes, in particular, serve as the theoretical 
underpinnings that emerge throughout this dissertation and demonstrate the necessity of telling 
these histories from a number of perspectives.   
 Though many boarding school historians have touched on the role and importance of 
athletics, few have discussed sport in a meaningful manner that separates it from other extra-
curricular endeavors at a school such as Haskell.  Within this dissertation, I argue that sport and 
physical culture were central tenants of a Haskell education and instrumentally shaped the daily 
lives of Haskell students.  By foregrounding the role of sport and physical culture in this manner 
I engage with broader histories of athletics and leisure within the United States in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  At the turn of the twentieth century, organized sport 
became increasingly common in the United States and psychologists, doctors, intellectuals, and 
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even clergyman weighed in on the significance of sport and its usefulness to American culture 
and society.  In 1917, Frederic Paxson, a student of Frederick Jackson Turner, author of the 
famed frontier thesis, offered his own perspective on athletics and argued that “sport was a 
‘safety valve’ for the pent-up frustrations of an increasingly urban populace now deprived of a 
frontier.”28  For many, football became the antidote to the fears of overcivilization and 
urbanization, particularly among elite white men.  According to historian Philip Deloria, football 
contests between Ivy league schools such as Harvard and Yale brought forth new meanings as 
“the games suggested [upper-middle class white men] could survive the taming of the frontier, 
the threat of effeminating urbanism, and the challenge of reorganized family relations and 
politically and economically active women.”29  Through a focus on the rise of sport and physical 
activity in the early twentieth century and the relationship between sport and the frontier, the 
production of an Indigenous subjectivity as uncivilized, primitive, and inassimilable becomes 
clear.  Moreover, when Native athletes took to the gridiron themselves as athletic representatives 
for various federal boarding schools such as Carlisle or Haskell, the white public viewed Native 
athletes through the lens of these preconceived dispositions.  In his text Reading Football, 
Michael Oriard documents the use of war-like metaphors to describe Indian athletes, such as 
scalping, war-whooping, and other warrior-based metaphors.  Consequently, the narrative of the 
Native as primitive and “barbaric” was reproduced through the secondary text of the mainstream 
press, which further reinscribed the ideologies constructed through the strenuous life and 
Muscular Christianity.   
Additionally, with the apparent “closing” of the frontier, a particular colonial nostalgia 
marked the early part of the twentieth century.  As Deloria notes, “Indian athletes fit neatly into 
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University of North Carolina Press, 1998), 6. 
29 Philip J. Deloria, Indians in Unexpected Places, (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 2004), 118. 
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the nostalgic, antimodern image often attached to professional and collegiate sports,” a point that 
Matt Gilbert expands upon, stating, “In the early 1900s, U.S. politicians, educators, philosophers, 
and others, believed that sports unified the nation, strengthened the ideals of citizenship, and 
demonstrated to foreign nations the superiority of U.S. culture and democracy.”30  Within the 
historiography of sport history at the turn of the twentieth century, athletic participation rose as a 
means to reclaim masculinity, counter effeminization, conjure colonial nostalgia for the untamed 
frontier, and build and support United States nationalism.  In this sense, sport was frequently 
used as a means of asserting power, authority, and social control, particularly over the bodies of 
people of color.  Sport did not function solely as a source of marginalization, oppression, and 
control, though.  In fact, the athletic arena often became a space of resistance and agency and the 
challenging of hegemonic ideologies and identities.  When speaking of the Black sporting arena 
in the early twentieth century, historian Davarian Baldwin explains, “The sporting sphere offered 
New Negro expressions of black ownership over body, behavior, and community through 
varying ideas about gender.”  And, despite efforts by white Americans to retain racial exclusivity 
within the sporting world, “the growing U.S. interest in sport during the 1920s helped nationalize 
the black sporting life consciousness as a site of pleasure, pride, employment, and 
entrepreneurship.”31  This dissertation builds on these ideas put forward by Baldwin and others, 
and examines sport and physical culture at Haskell Institute as part of a complex process that 
reveals the fraught relationship between colonial intentionality and Native agency.  According to 
scholars John Bloom and Michael Willard, “any honest evaluation of U.S. sports history reveals 
that sports have served to shore up social distinctions and identities as often as they have served 
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to break them down.”32  In this regard, histories of sport and athletics at Haskell Institute are not 
exceptional, but contribute to larger conversations about the labor of sport as both creator of and 
challenge to hegemonic social orders.  
This analytical framework is made even more apparent with the additional lens of 
women’s and gender sports histories.  Towards the end of the nineteenth century, women entered 
the athletic arena in unprecedented numbers, largely in part due to the creation of women’s 
colleges where women could participate in organized sport and physical education classes away 
from the presence of men.  Perhaps the most influential catalyst of the rise of women’s athletic 
culture was the creation of women’s basketball in the early 1890s by Smith College physical 
culture instructor, Senda Berenson.  The game became an instant sensation among women and 
by the turn of the twentieth century it was played all across the country.  Women also enjoyed 
other sports such as tennis, cycling, and baseball, but basketball was especially prolific in the 
formation of a new women’s sporting ethos in the early twentieth century.  Although the idea of 
sport and physical education was not necessarily new to most American women, widespread 
access to gymnasiums, athletic equipment, and even athletic wear was a novelty.  Organized 
basketball provided women with the means and desire to pursue new athletic endeavors that had 
traditionally only been available to men.  With this new women’s sporting culture came fears and 
anxieties over what women’s bodies were physically capable of as well as the concern that sport 
would masculinize women.  According to historian Susan Cahn, promoters of women’s sport 
“implied that by itself, athleticism remained a manly trait, one that must be compensated by 
proof of femininity.”33  This “proof of femininity” often took the form of limiting the 
competitive nature of sport.  For example, Senda Berenson forbade intercollegiate competition 
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for Smith College students, and, as historian Jamie Schultz has noted, in 1902 women’s tennis 
matches were reduced from best of five to best of three games out of concerns for over-
strenuousness of women’s bodies.34  Consequently, as articulated by Cahn, “Efforts to create a 
separate, distinct women’s brand of sport effectively defined ‘feminine’ sport as a lesser version 
of male sport: less competitive, less demanding, and less skillful.”35 
Despite the labors by men, and even some women, to curtail and control the domain of 
women’s athletics, sporting women worked within and outside of bodily restrictions and created 
their own distinct trajectory of sports histories that often did not mirror that of men’s athletics.36  
Within this new athletic sphere, women challenged conventional understandings of gender and 
femininity and actively produced new gendered subjectivities.  According to scholar Rita Liberti, 
sport was “a cultural product where meanings around gender and sexuality were continually 
challenged, reinforced, and reshaped,” and that the athletic arenas “became sites upon which 
constructions of womanhood and femininity were played out and contested.”37  Building on these 
ideas put forward by Cahn, Schultz, Liberti, and others, I demonstrate how Native women at 
Haskell used sport, specifically basketball, to contest the imposition of Western conceptions of 
white womanhood and femininity.  By examining how Haskell female students engaged in sport, 
I argue that these students often embodied multiple, and at times, competing, femininities.  This 
approach avoids privileging the comparison of men’s and women’s athletics, and instead focuses 
on how Native women at Haskell accommodated colonial expectations of womanhood while 
simultaneously embodying their own epistemologies of physicality.  Importantly, my focus on 
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the body uncovers an athletic history that exists beyond the discourse, which is necessary in 
order to counter colonial ideologies of domesticity.  The political and cultural stakes differed 
between spaces such as a private women’s college and a federal Native American boarding 
school, but that difference warrants interrogation in order to establish a new narrative of 
women’s sport that holds accountable the intersections of gender and empire.  Histories of 
women’s sport in the United States have often obfuscated the role Native women played in the 
creation of a women’s sporting culture and have also overlooked Native women’s own unique 
histories of sports and games.  This dissertation, then, pursues a new genealogy of women’s sport 
history that challenges prior conceptions of “modern” sport and theorizes the relationship 
between gender, sport, and indigeneity.   
While sport and physical culture are central themes within this project, I also engage with 
broader scholarly conversations on Native American women’s histories.  With the publication of 
The Hidden Half: Studies of Plains Indian Women in 1983, Patricia Albers and Beatrice 
Medicine urged scholars of both Native American history and historians of women and gender to 
locate and illuminate the rich and complex histories of Native American women.  Albers and 
Medicine argue that “Native American women are judged not only as females but as Indians,” 
and that historians must theorize this intersection of gender and colonialism.38  Since their 
groundbreaking text, scholars and historians have produced a nuanced historiography that centers 
on Native women’s histories and lived experiences and explores the contested relationship 
between Native understandings of gender and Western gender expectations.  According to 
Pascua-Yaqui scholar Rebecca Tsosie, “a primary distinction between the definition of women 
by Europeans defined women in relation to male figures, American Indians generally perceived 
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women and men as individuals with specific talents, abilities, and clan-sanctioned roles.”39  
Boarding schools became instrumental spaces for the enforcement of Western gender ideologies 
with gender-specific curriculums that taught Native women the necessary skills to become 
wives, mothers, and home-makers.  A report titled “The Social Heritage of the Indian Girl,” 
published by the Office of Indian Affairs in 1928, discussed the great importance of a boarding 
school education for Native women, arguing that “She must begin to assume the great 
responsibility for piloting her people as well as herself from a primitive to a highly complex 
civilization…these considerations are limited to questions and problems arising from their life 
with others in this place which is having the most vital influence of the Indian young people, the 
Government Indian schools throughout the United States.”40  Through the implementation of 
domestic arts and sciences classes and the creation of the Outing Program, Native women were 
trained to become “proper” women in order to civilize themselves and their families once they 
left the boarding school system.41   
These histories of the gendered nature of U.S. colonization and imperialism are integral 
to understanding the lived experiences of Native female boarding school students and the 
contemporary implications of such histories.  As articulated by Native Hawaiian scholar Lisa 
Kahaleole Hall, “Indigenous feminisms grapples with the ways patriarchal colonialism has been 
internalized within indigenous communities, as well as analyzing the sexual and gendered nature 
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of the process of colonization.”42  Within the boarding schools, the Native female body became a 
literal and metaphorical site of contestation over the presentation of ideal womanhood, and I 
argue that sport and physical education served as an important vehicle for such bodily 
transformations.  As noted by queer theorist Jayne Caudwell, “the body emerges as a key site for 
exploring the tensions between sexuality, queer and queer theory.  The body, in sport, becomes 
the anchorage for gender, sexuality and race, class and ability.”43  Within this context, sport at 
Haskell Institute became a gendered tool of colonialism to eradicate Native ideologies and 
embodiments of womanhood, but this purpose often failed to materialize, despite the insistence 
of colonial administrators that their use of sport and physical education produced the desired 
results.  Instead, Haskell’s female students used the sporting opportunities at school to produce 
their own athletic ethos that relied upon their understandings of physicality and womanhood.  
Acquiescing to a Western sport such as basketball was not a surrender of Native identity nor an 
acceptance of white womanhood—it was a profoundly Native endeavor that demonstrated the 
embodiment of multiple femininities as a means of cultural continuity and persistence within an 
oppressive colonial environment.  
This dissertation draws from several sources that reflect a multitude of historical voices 
and actors within this history.  A number of materials are drawn from the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs Collection housed in both the National Archives in Washington, D.C., and the National 
Archives Central Plains Region Branch in Kansas City, Missouri.  The documents uncovered in 
this particular collection range from letters sent to and from Haskell Institute, financial reports of 
the school, annual reports written by the school’s superintendents, and reports produced by 
various Office of Indian Affairs inspectors that oversaw school enrollment, the health of the 
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student body, and the state of general affairs at the school.  Although it is possible to locate 
moments of Indigenous agency and the presence of Indigenous voices within these government 
papers, the perspective offered within the documents is typically that of Office of Indian Affairs 
employees.  In order to push back against the colonial nature of this particular archive and 
provide a more nuanced narrative of this history, I have located a number of memoirs written by 
Native women who attended Haskell Institute and include their own analysis and experiences of 
boarding school life throughout the dissertation.  Lastly, one of the most important and 
illuminating sources used throughout this project is the Indian Leader, Haskell Institute’s 
student-produced newspaper.  The paper originated modestly in 1897 and by the turn of the 
twentieth century, it was published weekly and distributed to subscribers across the entire 
country.  The Leader is a rich and complex source that was overseen by the school’s 
superintendent but offers incredible insight into the daily lives of Haskell students.  It is also a 
source that illuminates Native voices that are invisible within the government documents housed 
in the National Archives.  Although no one source offers a complete narrative of the history of 
sport and physical culture at Haskell Institute, placing government documents, student memoirs, 
and the Indian Leader in conversation with one another illuminates the complexity of this history 
and the presence of otherwise marginalized and overlooked voices.      
Throughout the dissertation, certain terms will appear with relative frequency such as 
sports, athletics, play, and leisure.  Although these terms may seem interchangeable, they each 
reflect a different aspect of physical culture in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  
For instance, while “sports” refers to particular games such as basketball or football, athletics 
more specifically emphasizes the organized nature of a said sport.  This is an important 
distinction because, prior to the late nineteenth century, many Americans played sports but often 
did not do so in any particular, organized manner.  In the early twentieth century, governing 
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bodies were created to oversee the organization of sports and with it came the rise of professional 
sporting organizations and mainstream college athletics.  Leisure reflected a sense of casual 
athleticism that often-signaled socio-economic status more so than actual athletic talent or 
pursuit.  In the early 1900s, sport historian Jaime Schultz points out: “as conspicuous leisure, 
tennis was not necessarily a competitive sport but rather another way to segregate the upper crust 
from the rest of the American populace, as well as a site at which to perform a particular 
embodiment of social class.”44  Golf, croquet, and cycling were other examples of leisurely 
activities enjoyed by American elites who had the time and economic resources to engage in 
such activities.  Play is perhaps the broadest of the terms presented here and therefore difficult to 
define.  Within this project, I use play to describe physical activities that were performed outside 
of an organized manner by individuals or groups of people not considered part of upper-class 
society.   
There is significant overlap in the meaning of each of these terms and any effort to define 
them is only meant to highlight the precariousness of their meanings.  Moreover, their meanings 
were contingent on specific historical moments and continue to change over time.  For instance, 
the creation and imposition of organized athletics in the early twentieth century aligned with the 
emerging Western values of bureaucratization, the codifying of rules, and the formation of set 
and stable boundaries.  White Americans cared little for Indigenous games and sports, and even 
those that garnered the attention of the white community, such as lacrosse, were transformed to 
fit the mold of modern, Western sport.  When Native students arrived at boarding schools like 
Haskell, they encountered Western sports and organized athletics that were meant to replace their 
own understandings of physical activity and further cement the relationship between 
organization and modernity.  Sports and athletics, then, served as another extension of the 
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colonial project that intended to eradicate Native cosmologies of the body and impose 
regimented and structured athletic activity that dominated the sporting world in the late 
nineteenth and earlier twentieth centuries.        
 This dissertation is divided into four chapters, with the topic and analysis of each chapter 
building off of the chapter that precedes it.  Chapter one, “Physical Education and the 
Disciplining of Native Bodies,” examines the origins of Haskell’s physical education curriculum 
and its continued purpose within Haskell’s history until 1930.  These classes were mandatory 
and a part of the daily routine for all students.  Within these classes, Haskell administrators 
sought to improve the health of the student body while simultaneously imposing specific gender 
norms.  The curriculum for Haskell men and women differed, and it was during these physical 
culture classes that Native women were taught to embody the ideological demands of white 
womanhood.  Despite the colonial intentions of Haskell’s physical education curriculum, a theme 
that emerges throughout this chapter is the contestation of “ideal womanhood” and the purposes 
of physical education.  This is particularly illuminated in a discussion and analysis of a report 
produced by Yankton Dakota woman Ella Deloria, who worked as a physical education 
instructor at Haskell for several years in the 1920s.  Deloria’s report signifies the conflict 
between Native epistemologies of health and physicality and Western conceptions of physical 
education.  While working within the confines of the boarding school setting, Deloria created a 
new curriculum that catered to the needs and desires of Haskell’s female students and subtlety 
resisted the gendered imposition of Haskell’s physical culture.  The second chapter, “The 
Athletic Body: Gender and Indigeneity in Haskell’s Sporting Culture,” turns from physical 
education and moves into a discussion of Haskell’s various athletic programs.  Unlike the 
coercive nature of physical education, athletics were voluntary as students chose whether or not 
to participate on Haskell’s sports teams.  Towards the end of the 19th century, Haskell maintained 
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a women’s basketball team, which was a great source of excitement and pride amongst Haskell’s 
women.  Within my discussion of athletics, I avoid comparing the men’s and women’s athletic 
teams, and instead argue that women’s basketball at Haskell existed on its own terms and for 
distinct purposes.  I do take into account the inequities and imbalance of power attributed to 
men’s and women’s athletics, but I do not allow that to overshadow the individual stories of 
women’s athletics.  Moreover, while the first chapter centers on the contestation of Western 
physical culture and education, this chapter articulates the role of athletics as a method of 
resistance to both the boarding school experience and colonial ideologies of Native bodies.  
Haskell students who participated in athletics did so for a number of reasons that often did not 
align with the school’s assimilationist purposes.  And, while many white Americans thought of 
Native people as either inherently gifted athletes who lacked the intellectual capabilities of white 
athletes or physically inferior competitors that lacked the necessary athletic vigor, Haskell 
athletes resisted these claims through their successes within the sporting arena and their refusal 
to engage with such discourses.  Viewing athletics at Haskell in this manner, this chapter shows 
multiplicity of meanings that sport evoked and how multiple generations of Haskell students 
used sport as a means to resist colonial ideologies of the Native body and survive the boarding 
school experience.    
The third chapter, “Funding the Future: The Fiscal Origins of the Haskell Institute 
Football Stadium,” and the fourth chapter, “‘A Monument of Masonry’: The 1926 Homecoming 
and Powwow Celebration,” focus on the football stadium built on Haskell’s campus in 1926, 
which came to represent the importance of athletics at Haskell and supposed success of Indian 
education.   I first deal specifically with how Haskell administrators raised funds to construct the 
stadium, which they did purposefully amongst Native communities.  I argue that while many 
Native peoples willingly donated to the cause, several were misled about the purpose of their 
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donation, and some even had funds taken from their accounts without consent.  This chapter also 
grapples with the complexities of Native-U.S. citizenship as the U.S. government sought to 
maintain control over Native peoples’ affairs despite granting full citizenship rights to all Native 
peoples in 1924.  The stadium fundraising drive offers a unique perspective on how government 
officials and boarding school administrators contributed to the broader conversation of Native 
citizenship, and how Native donors viewed the Haskell stadium as symbolic of their complex 
subjectivities as both Native peoples and American citizens.  After discussing how the stadium 
project was financially supported, I speak about Haskell’s inaugural Homecoming and Powwow, 
held in the last weekend of October 1926.  The Homecoming and Powwow was a momentous 
event on Haskell’s campus that school administrators viewed as a colonial celebration of Native 
progress and gratitude to the U.S. government.  Conversely, Native participants in the weekend’s 
festivities produced moments of shared Native identities and engaged in culturally significant 
performances that emphasized Indigenous sovereignty.  Decolonization emerges as a key theme 
in the final two chapters as the Haskell stadium reflects an Indigenous reclamation and 
reconfiguration of Haskell’s campus.  By only seeking monetary donations from Native peoples, 
Haskell officials inadvertently created an opportunity for Native people to claim ownership over 
part of Haskell Institute, and this ownership was solidified throughout the inaugural 
Homecoming and Powwow weekend.  In the final two chapters, my arguments about gender 
change slightly as I focus less on Native women athletes and more on the labor that Native 
women provided to ensure the success of Haskell’s athletic culture.  This included preparing 
meals for Haskell’s prominent football team, laundering and repairing uniforms, entertaining 
opposing teams, providing funds for the stadium drive, and performing various necessary roles 
during the Homecoming and Powwow weekend.  I argue that without this (often free) labor, 
athletics at Haskell would not have attained the success and national prominence it earned in the 
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early twentieth century.  Consequently, even in the historical narrative where Native women are 
seemingly silent and invisible, I underscore both their presence and significance within the 
history of athletics at Haskell Institute. 
The dissertation concludes with a brief discussion of the enduring legacy of sports and 
athletics for Native women outside of the boarding school setting.  Drawing from memoirs 
written by Native women, I show how these women continued to participate in sports such as 
basketball while imparting Indigenous meanings and cultures within their athletic participation.  
Crow woman Agnes Yellowtail Deernose offers one example of this: “to be an outstanding 
player, you need to get a medicine from a clan uncle and treat it with respect.”45  These stories 
illuminate the multiplicity of meanings produced by sports in the early twentieth century, and 
how Native women in particular generated their own understandings of athletic engagement and 
participation.  The narratives presented here represent neither a refusal of Western athletics nor a 
complete acceptance either.  Instead, the athletic culture created and embodied by Native women 
represents a complex and nuanced negotiation of sport that incorporates a number of 
perspectives and positionalities.  The presence of such stories and discussions underscores the 
many themes presented throughout this dissertation: that gender, empire, indigeneity, and sport 
intersected in a number of complex and powerful ways, altering how we, today, should 
understand the trajectory of modern sport within the United States. 
Beginning this project with a discussion and analysis of Haskell’s physical education 
curriculum foregrounds the significance of the body as a literal and metaphorical site for the 
imposition and embodiment of ideologies about race, gender, and indigeneity.  The body, as both 
a singular entity and on a broader scale, continually emerges as a contested site throughout this 
project as Western conceptions of the ideal body and Native cosmologies of physicality collided 
                                               
45 Fred W. Voget, They Call Me Agnes: A Crow Narrative Based on the Life of Agnes Yellowtail Deernose, (University 
of Oklahoma Press, 2001), 101. 
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in a number of ways.  The boarding school system specifically targeted the Native body for 
reform and rehabilitation, and athletics and physical education served as a means to this end for 
school officials.  Although athletics became a central part of Haskell’s identity and influenced 
the lives of countless Haskell students, the physical training that students endured throughout 
their time at Haskell is representative of a larger colonial and national emphasis on the training 
of bodies.  It is necessary, then, to begin with how Haskell officials attempted to train and 
discipline Native bodies and the students’ responses to the imposition of Western physical 
culture.  
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CHAPTER 1: PHYSICAL EDUCATION AND THE 
DISCIPLINING OF NATIVE BODIES AT HASKELL 
INSTITUTE 
 
In June of 1898, an Office of Indian Affairs (OIA) employee named Augustus Breuninger 
gave the commencement oration at Haskell Institute.  Within his speech, he described what he 
found most compelling about the boarding school educational experience: “Haskell is a great 
workshop, in which not only wood and iron materials are being converted into finished articles, 
but human beings are having characters formed that they may go out into the world and fight 
their battles bravely and successfully.” Breuninger corelated an off-reservation Indian education 
to the creation of an assimilated society—his “finished goods.”  He then continued, “The Indian 
children of various reservations are the raw material that is undergoing this process of 
transformation.”46 This vivid depiction of Indian bodies as raw materials to be molded into 
finished objects underscores the position of the Office of Indian Affairs and its beliefs on off-
reservation Indian boarding schools.  Without a Western education, Native children would 
remain unfinished and in a state of physical and moral ineptitude.  As a federally-run boarding 
school, Haskell Institute emulated that ideology by implementing a curriculum that sought to 
assimilate Native youth into white, mainstream culture.  The educational curriculum specifically 
centered on vocational and industrial training, similar to that of Hampton Institute, where 
emphasis was placed on practical skills and trades rather than intellectual development.47  In 
tandem, Haskell Institute was a proponent of physical education, which was commonplace in 
                                               
46 Indian Leader, Vol. II, no. 5, July 1898, 2. 
47 Hampton Institute, located in Hampton, Virginia, was founded in 1868 by leaders of the American Missionary 
Association.  By 1878, Hampton enrolled both African-American and Native American students and the curriculum 
focused primarily on industrial and vocational training.  This kind of training was meant to teach students skills and 
trades, such as blacksmithing, farming, etc. so that students would learn to become productive citizens.  The school 
was part of a broader campaign to civilize and assimilate students of color into white, mainstream, U.S. society.  
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western education curricula, however, the forms and methods influenced the daily lives of 
Haskell students as tools of colonialism and assimilation.   
Boarding school histories traditionally target health, disease, and surveillance at Indian 
boarding schools, however, forced physical education curricula has been predominantly 
overlooked.  I argue physical education in boarding schools provided a structured way to 
improve the overall health of the student body, both on a micro and macro scale, and it also 
became a way for Haskell administrators to impose Western concepts of physicality on Native 
students.  Unlike athletics, physical education at Haskell was coercive. Every student had to 
participate in drills and exercises.  These typically took place in the Haskell gymnasium and 
classes were overseen by Haskell employees.  Within this chapter, I argue that the physical 
education curriculum operated in conjunction with other preventative health measures at Haskell 
Institute, but was implemented specifically to produce the ideal Native body.  Starting with 
Haskell’s early history and moving into the first half of the twentieth century, I trace the 
continued expansion of the physical education curriculum and the growing significance of the 
program on Haskell’s campus.  Moreover, I argue that the Haskell gymnasium operated as an 
imperial contact zone where Native and Western understandings of physicality collided.48  
Lastly, although this chapter will address the entire Haskell student body, I am particularly 
interested in how Haskell administrators sought to discipline and control Haskell’s female 
students.      
Origins and Purpose of Physical Education at Haskell Institute 
  
Physical health and education were continuous threads connecting multiple generations 
of Haskell students.  From its inception in 1884 to the end of this project’s scope in 1930, the 
                                               
48 My use of “imperial contact zone” is drawn from the work of Mary Louise Pratt's Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing 
and Transculturation, (New York: Routledge, 2007). 
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emphasis on the physical health and appearance was instrumental in a Haskell’s education 
regardless of course listings or instructors.  Daily exercises and calisthenics, daily inspections of 
student appearances, regimented meal times consisting of “healthy” diets, military-marching 
between classes and military drilling throughout the week, and examinations by the Haskell 
doctor were all regular activities.  In fact, before admittance to Haskell, students were thoroughly 
examined by a physician to decrease contagious disease transmission, and most students were 
subjected to another examination once they arrived at the school’s campus.49  The physical 
examinations that took place before and after students entered the school served the practical 
purpose of attempting to quell the spread of communicable diseases, but they also reinforced 
certain colonial ideologies about Native bodies.  OIA officials perpetuated the notion that Native 
people lacked the ability or understanding to properly care for their bodies which contributed to 
issues of disease and poor health within Native communities.  When pressed on why so many 
students contracted diseases at school, administrators argued that “Indian children often came 
from filthy, disease-ridden households where knowledge of hygiene was completely absent.”  
When students returned home for vacations or other reasons, they found themselves back “under 
the influence of savage superstitions.”50  School officials maintained that constant physical 
inspections and examinations, then, were a necessity in order to purge both disease and 
“primitive” health and hygiene practices.   Rarely did administrators acknowledge that the rapid 
spread of disease and infections were due to matters of poor housing, rotten food, and a lack of 
proper clothing.  Instead, student suffering was continually blamed on either unforeseen 
                                               
49 Although students were supposed to be examined and cleared by a physician prior to entering the school, many 
were not.  This was especially true in Haskell’s early history when Native children were being forced from their homes 
and into the schools.  Boarding school “recruiters” often did not care what physical condition the children were in 
because they were paid on the number of students they collected and brought to the schools.  Moreover, students often 
got sick en route from their homes to the schools, which also contributed to the spread of disease at the boarding 
schools. 
50 David Wallace Adams, Education for Extinction, 132-133. 
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circumstances, such as a nation-wide epidemic like the 1918 Spanish influenza, or student 
neglect and unwillingness to adhere to Western medical and hygienic practices.  
In Haskell’s early history, disease and harsh conditions resulted in a number of student 
deaths.  The number of students dying was so prevalent that in  May 1888 a group of Haskell 
students submitted a petition to Haskell administration demanding that action be taken to prevent 
student deaths on campus: “We, the undersigned pupils of Haskell desire to know what is the 
cause of so many deaths amongst us…Surely there must be something wrong somewhere, either 
in the medicine or care that is taken of them.”51  Although the occurrence of deaths at Haskell 
declined after students submitted this petition, a number of Haskell students over the course of 
many decades died from illness while on campus or were sent home because they were too sick 
to remain at school.  Like other boarding schools, Haskell built a cemetery on its campus that 
served as a constant reminder of the fatal possibilities of a Haskell education.  It is difficult to 
discern the psychological impact that frequent sickness and death had on Haskell students, but 
the emotional toll was likely significant.  Despite school officials’ best efforts to downplay the 
prevalence of disease and the deaths of students, Haskell students endured these experiences 
daily and worked with the limited resources they had to survive their boarding school stay.52 
 Numerous historians have documented the presence, prevalence, and rapid spread of 
infectious diseases within Indian boarding schools and have also explained some of the possible 
causes for the spread of disease.  Along with poor nutrition and improper clothing, boarding 
schools were overcrowded and provided insufficient housing for pupils.  Historian Brenda Child 
                                               
51 Milk, Haskell Institute, 76-77. 
52 Even as school officials tried to assure others that diseases and the overall health of its students were not a problem, 
parents continually wrote to the school demanding to know if their children were in good physical condition, having 
heard either through letters home or from other means, that multiple students were ill.  Administrators typically 
responded by refuting such claims, but yearly reports on the number of students admitted to the school hospital indicate 
that countless students suffered from a number of diseases while at school.  For an example of a student letter home 
discussing their declining health, see: Milk, Haskell Institute, 38. 
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writes, “Housing was one of the worst offenses of the government schools…Students lived in 
large dormitories that were frequently overcrowded.  Shortly after the turn of the century, it was 
estimated that the average enrollment in government boarding schools exceeded capacity by 
nearly 40 percent.”53  Overcrowding was an issue on Haskell’s campus and was perpetuated by 
the Office of Indian Affairs’ policy that financial appropriations made to the school were based 
upon student enrollment.  In 1897, Commissioner of Indian Affairs William Jones “called upon 
school officials and Indian agents to fill the government schools to capacity in order to further 
the work of assimilation and help prepare Indians for citizenship,” which school administrators 
happily executed in order to receive more government funds.54  Funds that schools such as 
Haskell received, though, were never sufficient to cover all the necessary costs to operate the 
school sufficiently.  Buildings were frequently in disrepair, bathrooms were not kept clean and 
the heating system often did not work effectively in the colder months.  Haskell built a number 
of sleeping porches to accommodate more students and promote open-air sleeping to combat the 
spread of tuberculosis, but these measures were often too-little too-late.55   
  The realities of boarding school life and the colonial ideologies that Native people 
required bodily training and education became the tenants which informed the creation of 
Haskell’s physical education curriculum.  For school administrators, the implementation of such 
a curriculum served two main purposes: to improve the overall health and fitness of students as a 
measure of disease control and prevention and to discipline the otherwise unruly Native body.  
One of the first references to Haskell’s physical education program came in 1899 in an article 
published in Haskell’s newspaper, the Indian Leader.  In the article, the author noted the 
purchase of new gymnasium equipment that totaled one hundred and fifty Indian clubs and dumb 
                                               
53 Brenda Child, Boarding School Seasons, 37. 
54 Ibid., 56. 
55 Ibid., 37-38. 
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bells, and that they “will be very acceptable to the boys and girls now that there is a large room 
that can be used as a gymnasium.”56  By the turn of the twentieth century, several educational 
institutions implemented some form of physical education classes, so Haskell’s purchase of gym 
apparatus was not particularly unique.  But, if Haskell opened in 1884, why did it take until the 
end of 1899 to employ some form of systematic physical training?  An article in the Indian 
Leader, published in January 1900, offers some clues, stating that the “basement of the chapel 
building, a room 90x50 and 16.5 feet in the clear from floor to ceiling, is just now being fitted up 
for gymnasium purposes.  The pupils will have regular systematic physical training.”57  Because 
Haskell relied on financial appropriations from the U.S. government, it was likely that school 
officials were unable to garner a sum large enough to construct an actual gymnasium on campus 
and made do with some minor adjustments to chapel on campus.  This was not an uncommon 
practice at Haskell, as school administrators frequently were forced to produce creative solutions 
due to a lack of space and proper equipment.  The labor performed in the chapel basement to 
convert it into a suitable gymnasium was likely also done by Haskell students as another cost-
cutting measure.58  
 At Haskell, organized athletics preceded physical education, but by June of 1900, 
students were participating in daily physical education classes.  According to the Leader, this 
daily work was “a source of pleasure and benefit to the pupils.”59  And, as part of its 
                                               
56 Indian Leader, Vol. III, no. 25, December 22, 1899, 3.  It should be noted that “Indian Clubs” originated in ancient 
Persia and then became popular in India.  During British colonial rule in the 19th century, British soldiers became 
interested in the clubs and brought the practice back to the metropole.  From there, the Indian club and various exercise 
routines made their way to America and were very popular in gymnasiums and physical education curriculums 
throughout the later 19th and early 20th centuries in the U.S.  For more information on the history of Indian Clubs, see 
Jan Todd, “From Milo to Milo: A History of Barbells, Dumbbells, and Indian Clubs,” Iron Game History Vol 3, no. 
6 (April 1995). 
57 Indian Leader, Vol. III, no. 26, January 5, 1900, 4. 
58 Although I do not have any direct evidence for this claim, there is substantial evidence of Haskell students 
performing most of the school’s manual labor, which was argued by OIA and school officials as part of student 
education and vocational training.  But, this was ultimately a way for the school to cut cost on labor and exploit its 
student body. 
59 Indian Leader, Vol. IV, no. 16, June 22, 1900, 1. 
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commencement weekend, a group of ten Haskell boys and girls performed a dumb-bell and 
Indian club drill for spectators, “earning hearty applause for themselves and giving evidence of 
the careful work of their instructor, Miss Brewer.”60  Interestingly, the Leader commented on the 
attire worn by the Haskell pupils, noting “the costumes worn by those taking part in the drill 
added much to its effectiveness, those of the girls being regular gymnasium suits of dark blue 
trimmed with white braid, and the boys wearing dark blue sweaters and blue trousers.”61  The 
dress of these Haskell students may seem innocuous, but it is an important detail that underscores 
the significance of physical education as a tool for bodily control and discipline.  By the 1890s, 
most women in the United States abandoned bulky skirts and corsets for the new, more 
comfortable gym suits.  These suits first consisted of a blouse and a loose skirt that fell slightly 
below the knee and by 1900 many of the suits included bloomers instead of skirts.  According to 
Patricia Campbell Warner’s study on the history of gym-wear, both the exercise and locale 
mattered when determining the appropriate gymnasium attire.  For example, the bloomer gym 
suit became popular with the rise of women’s basketball because more mobility was required for 
the sport.  But, if women exercised or participated in sport outside of the gymnasium (i.e. in 
public), then they returned to the skirt to in order to adhere to the gendered expectations of the 
time.62   
                                               
60 Ibid., pg. 5. 
61 Ibid. 
62 Patricia Campbell Warner, When The Girls Came Out To Play: The Birth of American Sportswear, (Amherst: 
University of Massachusetts Press, 2006), 202-208. 
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Figure 1. Basketball players at Rollins College, 1899-1900, sporting bloomer gym suits.  Photo Courtesy of the 
Rollins College Archive. 
 
Although this reference to the women’s gym suit in the Indian Leader does not state if it 
was a bloomer or skirt suit, it indicates that Haskell adhered to the growing trend of providing 
some form of sportswear for their female students.63  The significance of the gym suits sported 
by the Haskell participants was not lost on the author of the article as they specifically 
emphasized that the costumes worn “added much to its effectiveness” of the overall 
demonstration.  The display, then, was as much about the skills students at Haskell learned as it 
was about embodying the latest fashions of U.S. culture.  This assured spectators who witnessed 
the production that students were assimilating intellectually and physically.64  By forcing 
                                               
63 Although Haskell enrolled male and female students, gym classes were segregated based on sex.  In fact, most of 
daily life at Haskell was sex-segregated and students of the opposite sex were discouraged from interacting with one 
another. 
64 The spectators who attended Haskell commencements were predominantly white, and either represented local 
Lawrence townspeople or invited guests of Haskell administrators.  Families of Haskell students were typically not 
present at such events, which denotes a key difference between a school like Haskell and other educational institutions. 
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Haskell’s female students to wear the gym suit, school officials provided tangible evidence of 
how their students mirrored modern white womanhood.  However, while college and high school 
women across the country may have found this new sportswear to be liberating from their 
previous attire, many Haskell women did not share that same history or sentiment.  Instead, like 
the other government-issued uniforms and clothing provided to Haskell students, the gym suit 
was symbolic of government surveillance and restriction—not mobility and bodily freedom.65   
  Exercise and athletics for women became more accepted and popular by the turn of the 
twentieth century, but most women exercised or played sports in sex-segregated spaces.  In fact, 
Senda Berenson, the physical culture director at Smith College, banned men from attending 
basketball games on campus, and since Smith was a women’s college, all physical education 
classes occurred away from the male gaze.66  Haskell administrators chose the opposite: they 
displayed their students’ physical capabilities for Lawrence townspeople and invited guests to 
witness, even allowing their female students to perform in front of other men.67  This reveals the 
different political and cultural stakes for an educational institution such as Haskell. The physical 
transformation of their students’ bodies indicated progress and success, and the administration 
needed witnesses.  The physical intersects with the colonial project of Indian education as 
students demonstrated for a white audience their new skills and graceful movements.  This 
feature of the commencement weekend persisted through much of Haskell’s history, making it 
                                               
65 In her memoir, Lucille Winnie recounts receiving her government-issued clothing upon her arrival at Haskell and 
disliking the bulky, ill-fitting clothing she was forced to wear.  For more, see, Winnie, Sah-Gan-De-Oh, 46-47. 
66 Sex segregation was common in gymnasiums in the United States in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  
If women did wish to exercise in a gymnasium with men, they usually had to exercise in a space that was curtained 
off.  For more on the rise of gymnasiums in the U.S. see Eric Chaline’s The Temple of Perfection: A History of the 
Gym, (London: Reaktion Books, 2015). 
67 The June 1900 issue of the Indian Leader features the performance of the drills and calisthenics for a non-Native 
audience and serves as one of countless examples of such performances.  These displays and spectacles for a non-
Native audience is a common thread within the physical education curricula at Haskell that persisted throughout 
Haskell’s history. 
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clear that an Indian education was as much about a physical transformation as it was an 
intellectual one.   
 Haskell’s emphasis on physical education in the early years of its existence aligned with 
the curriculum design developed by the Office of Indian Affairs.  In the 1901 Course of Study 
prepared by the superintendent of Indian Schools, Estelle Reel, school superintendents were 
urged to provide some form of physical training.  Reel justified this request, stating, “In order to 
get the best out of life, it is necessary to look into the physical condition of pupils and give them 
training that will counteract the influences of unfortunate heredity and strengthen the physique, 
in order that they may be able to bear the strain that competition in business and earning a living 
will impose.”68  Reel’s rhetoric reinforced and promoted the scientific racism prominent 
throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries by presuming all Indian children 
suffer from “unfortunate heredity.”69  She positioned her argument about Native bodies in 
relation to capitalism, underscoring both the notion that Native economies should be eradicated 
and that Native bodies need retraining in order to prepare for the rigors of a capitalist society.  
The Indian Leader re-printed part of Reel’s 1901 annual report: “the problem now before us is 
the selection of the best method for transforming the Indian from an idler into a worker; from a 
consumer into a producer.”70  Physical education, then, became one of the answers to this 
supposed problem and moved from the fringes of daily life at Haskell to a fixture of its 
educational curriculum.  
                                               
68 Estelle Reel, Course of Study, Washington, Government Printing Office, 1901, reprinted in the Indian Leader, Vol. 
IX, no. 4, 1901, 4. 
69 Scientific racism is the belief that empirical evidence or data exists to justify claims of racial inferiority, or racial 
superiority, of particular groups of people.  For an example of how scientists and anthropologists constructed a series 
of tests to prove that Native peoples either possessed superior physical qualities that compensated for mental inferiority 
or lacked both physical and mental skills which proved the theory of Native primitivism, see Susan Brownell, ed., The 
1904 Anthropology Days and Olympic Games: Sport, Race, and American Imperialism (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2008). 
70 Indian Leader, Vol. IX, no 40, January 4, 1901, 4. 
  
40 
 Like any other part of Haskell’s curriculum, physical education required a budget and 
supplies.  Equipment, such as bar bells, Indian clubs, and other exercise apparatus were needed, 
and students needed a space to perform the assigned exercises.  By 1900 Haskell converted its 
chapel basement into a make-shift gymnasium and had purchased several pieces of exercise 
equipment for its students, but the school still needed instructors versed in the latest physical 
education techniques and training methods to carry out this portion of the curriculum.  In the 
early twentieth century, several schools were created throughout the United States for the 
purpose of training young men and women to become instructors of physical education.  Like 
other areas of study, exercise methods, systems, and techniques changed relatively quickly, so 
the decision to regulate and disseminate new information was integrated as well.  For example, 
throughout much of the nineteenth century most Americans pursued some form of physical 
exercise based their training methods on European styles such as the Turners from Germany or 
Swedish gymnastics.  By the turn of the twentieth century, educators in the U.S. started crafting 
their own exercise routines that differed from their European counterparts.  This was partly due 
to the rise of muscular Christianity that organizations like the Young Men’s Christian 
Association (YMCA) espoused and also the rapid increase in higher education institutions.  
Schools that specialized in training men and women to become teachers, such as the Boston 
Normal School, began offering programs on physical education so by the turn of the twentieth 
century a new labor group of trained physical educators emerged.71 
                                               
71 The idea of muscular Christianity emerged towards the end of the 19th century and was viewed as a way to overcome 
the effeminization brought on by industrialization and urbanization.  It was feared that middle-class white men were 
becoming “too civilized” and thus losing their status within U.S. society.  By practicing muscular Christianity, middle-
class white men were able to return to a more rugged style of living that helped them reclaim their masculinity while 
also working as an agent of God to uplift and serve other communities.  For more on this subject, see Clifford Putney's 
Muscular Christianity: Manhood and Sports in Protestant America, 1880-1920 (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 2003). 
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 But, unlike other educational spaces, Haskell Institute was limited in its ability to hire 
employees and teachers including physical education instructors.  In order to make a hire, the 
Haskell superintendent had to put in a request for authorization with the Office of Indian Affairs, 
and their applicant had to be employed by the Civil Service.  So, despite Reel’s insistence that 
Indian schools adopt a physical education curriculum, administrators were put in the difficult 
position of finding qualified teachers that fit the necessary requirements to work at an Indian 
school.  Because of these limitations, Haskell assigned an already employed teacher to serve as 
physical education instructors in conjunction with their other duties.72  In Haskell’s early history, 
the employee that typically served as physical education instructor was the school’s 
disciplinarian.  The disciplinarian oversaw the physical state of the entire student body and had 
the authority to reprimand students for a variety of violations such as desertion, refusal to speak 
English, and failures of the daily bed and clothing inspections.  After the superintendent and 
assistant superintendent, the disciplinarian was the highest paid employee and often had at least 
one or two assistants to help with the workload.  It is relatively unsurprising then that the 
disciplinarian was well-paid and viewed in high regard at Haskell given the emphasis placed on 
bodily control and docility.  According to Haskell historian Myriam Vučković, “In Indian 
boarding schools, the children’s bodies were the conscious objects of the government’s 
assimilation policy.  Indian educators imposed hegemonic conceptions of the body, involving the 
central practice of discipline.  Discipline was manifested not only in the school’s military 
organization and training but also in Haskell’s concern for the bodily state of its students.”73  
Because of this, the position of disciplinarian was seen as one of significant importance and with 
                                               
72 This practice was common at Haskell as many employees fulfilled multiple jobs.  For example, the band instructor 
was also a teacher and most teachers also served as matrons, ran extra-curricular organizations, and taught both 
industrial and general education classes.  Because Haskell was a boarding school that operated all day every day, its 
employees had to oversee every aspect of daily life on campus, which differed from most other high schools and 
colleges in the United States. 
73 Myrian Vučković, Voices from Haskell, 180-181. 
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it came enormous power to coerce Haskell students to exude particular behaviors and 
appearances. 
 Given the disciplinarian’s active role in monitoring student health and behavior it is 
understandable why Haskell superintendents entrusted the disciplinarians with the physical 
education curriculum.  These employees were not typically trained as physical educators, though, 
and their instruction was often lacking and ineffective.  Furthermore, the employee turn-over rate 
at Haskell was high, which challenged the creation of continuity within the physical education 
curriculum.  In a letter to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs in 1902, Haskell Superintendent 
H.B. Peairs articulated the need for a new disciplinarian and assistant disciplinarian and 
discussed the preferred qualifications of the candidates: “I respectfully report that the 
disciplinarian and the assistant must do the following work in addition to the regular duties of a 
disciplinarian: First, give military instruction and drill to the boys.  Second, give class instruction 
in all lines of physical training, including free gymnastics, gymnastics with apparatus to all 
pupils, boys and girls.”  Peairs then went on to state that the “work is of special importance 
because of the fact that Indian children are so greatly in need of physical development.  Many a 
slender, thin-chested Indian boy has been developed into a strong, rugged man through 
intelligent, careful, physical training.”74   
Peairs’ reference to rugged manhood was part of a broader discourse about fears of 
urbanization and growing effeminacy within the United States.  In order to combat the supposed 
effects of over-civilization and an increase in sedentary lifestyles, ideal masculinity encompassed 
                                               
74 Superintendent H.B. Peairs to Commissioner of Indian Affairs William Arthur Jones, August 1, 1902, Series 57, 
Box 144, RG 75, NACPR.  In this same letter, Peairs offers the idea that E.C. Strickland, a teacher in manual training, 
serve as disciplinarian given his qualifications.  Peairs recognizes that Strickland was not hired to serve that purpose, 
but asks if the Commissioner can bend the rules, stating “certainly the intention of the Civil Service is to help rather 
than to hinder.” 
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the embodiment of a muscular, rough appearance that centered on physical fitness.75  Ironically, 
proponents of this new, rugged manhood argued that middle-class white men needed to return to 
a state of “primitivism” in order to reclaim their masculinity.  One of the most famous examples 
of this was Theodore Roosevelt’s trips to the “frontier” with the Rough Riders, which Roosevelt 
credited as the catalyst for his successful political career.  Psychologist G. Stanley Hall argued 
that white men could slip in and out of primitivism, which separated them from Indigenous 
peoples who were seen as permanently trapped in their primitive state.76  Peairs rhetoric, then, 
was somewhat paradoxical as he expressed distress over the weak nature of some of his male 
Native students.  Peairs reinforced the notion that ideal masculinity revolved around a strong, 
muscular, and rugged appearance but countered the pervasive ideology that Native peoples 
possessed natural strength and athleticism.  This paradox serves as an example of the failures of 
race-based scientific theories and the willingness of white Progressives to contort their 
observations and practices to justify the control and surveillance over Native bodies; in this case, 
control and surveillance took the form of physical education at Haskell Institute.    
Peairs lamented to the Indian Affairs Commissioner that their current disciplinarian, Mr. 
McKean, was not a qualified physical training instructor, and that his lack of ability in that 
regard is causing injury to the students rather than helping improve their physicality.   A month 
after his first letter to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs in 1902, Peairs sent a second letter 
discussing the urgent need for a new disciplinarian qualified in physical training.  While several 
disciplinarians in the Indian Service were also employed as band masters, Peairs argued that the 
qualified candidate did not need expertise in band work and that  “the physical training of the 
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Indian pupils is of such importance that I must secure some one for that work.”77  Again, Peairs 
offered his own solution: 
“First, the transfer of Mr. Winston Z. McKean, disciplinarian, to the position of 
assistant disciplinarian; the transfer of Mr. U.S.G. Plank, asst. principal teacher, to 
the position of disciplinarian, and if it could be consistently done, I would like very 
much to have Mr. Moses Friedman, Phoenix, Arizona, transferred to this school as 
manual training teacher.  I do not wish to rob any other school of a good employee, 
but knowing that Mr. Friedman is very anxious for the transfer to this school, I 
make this request.”78 
Peairs’ resolution documents the challenges of navigating the Civil Service and securing 
qualified employees.  Employees who were deemed unfit for one job (here: the disciplinarian 
position) frequently remained at the school or in the Service and were simply given a new 
position, as was the case for Mr. McKean.  While this occurrence of employee trade and 
reconfiguration happened with almost all positions at Haskell, Peairs was particularly adamant 
about obtaining qualified disciplinarians and physical directors, and he continued to lobby the 
Office of Indian Affairs for approval to hire those he thought best suited for the position. 
 It is important to recognize the relative dysfunction and controlled chaos of the Office of 
Indian Affairs for several reasons.  For instance, remembering that off-reservation boarding 
schools were part of a larger bureaucratic project distinguishes schools such as Haskell from 
other educational institutions within the United States.  And, as an extension of the Office of 
Indian Affairs, Haskell was a space where colonial and racial ideologies were enforced and 
performed through the curriculum design and implementation.  But, because of limited funds, a 
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restrictive applicant pool, and high employee turnover, many of the policies and plans that the 
OIA designed were not executed properly, if at all, which often lead to confusion, frustration, 
and mismanagement.  Haskell’s students were the most impacted by these bureaucratic 
shortcomings and were subject to dilapidated living quarters and classrooms, poor nutrition, and 
improper health care.  Instead of taking the responsibility of the failing system of Indian 
boarding school education, OIA administrators used evidence of poor health, hygiene, and 
academic progress as confirmation of Native inferiority.  In other words, the constant failures of 
the boarding school system ultimately served the tacit purpose of justifying the very need of the 
schools in the first place.  This cycle existed through much of Haskell’s history and perhaps even 
worsened throughout the 1910s and 1920s as Haskell experienced surges in enrollment but 
multiple cuts to its operating budget.  According to Frank MacDonald, Haskell’s athletic director 
in the 1920s, Haskell was only spending twelve cents on food per student per day, so even as 
time progressed Haskell administrators continually privileged its financial bottom-line over the 
health and welfare of its students.79 
 In 1903, Peairs was still searching for a proper disciplinarian that could execute physical 
training for Haskell’s students.  In a letter to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs Peairs wrote, “I 
feel that systematic, intelligent, gymnastic work with Indian boys and girls is of very great 
importance and therefore someone who can give both boys and girls careful instruction and 
exercises in class gymnasium work as well as giving special exercises to individuals who needed 
the special training to overcome physical weaknesses is very essential.”80  At this point, Peairs 
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was repeating his earlier sentiments about the role of the disciplinarian in relation to physical 
training and continued to emphasize the necessity of obtaining a disciplinarian that could 
perform the duties of a physical educator.  But, this repetition signals Peairs’ belief in the 
significance of physical training and his frustration with the OIA for not providing him with an 
agreeable solution.  Moreover, Peairs frequently wrote about needing a physical trainer for his 
Indian students, which was reasonable given that Haskell is an Indian boarding school, but also 
underscores colonial logics embedded within his arguments.  Peairs did not view having a 
physical trainer as a luxury or superfluous to Haskell’s educational programs.  Instead, he saw it 
as a matter of great necessity because his Indian students required a bodily transformation that 
only a Western understanding of physicality could achieve.  Even though physical education was 
gaining in popularity across the United States, its purpose at Haskell was not so much about 
strengthening the body but about altering the entirety of its composition.   
 Peairs also viewed physical education as a necessary component to discipline and 
behavior, which was another reason why he felt it was logical to employ the disciplinarian as the 
physical education instructor.  In his annual report to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs in 
1901, Peairs emphasized this relationship between discipline and physical education: “Discipline 
was maintained in the school more easily than ever before for two reasons—1st: a better military 
organization and better drill work among the pupils.  2nd: The gymnasium was an aid to 
discipline by giving pupils an opportunity to work off surplus energy.”81  Consequently, if 
students were given time to exercise, they would become less likely to behave in an unruly 
manner and were therefore more easily controlled.  This is one of the only times that Peairs ever 
referred to “surplus energy” of the students, but it is clear that he understood the purpose of 
physical education as a means to improve discipline and surveillance of the students.  Moreover, 
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according to Peairs this also resulted in better academic performance: “Some of the results of 
gymnastic work are—less general sickness, more erect carriages, more suppleness of the body 
and limb, more precision, better school-room work and detail work, better tempers and a general 
toning up of the whole student body.”82  Although Peairs offered no quantitative data for his 
claims, his continued insistence on the importance of physical education demonstrated an 
attention to the student body on a macro and micro scale.  The discourse articulated by Peairs 
resulted in the persistent presence of physical education work at Haskell that multiple 
generations of students encountered and endured. 
Gender and Physical Education 
   
This bodily control and physical education were not just for Haskell’s male students but 
its female students as well.  Haskell administrators placed great significance on the bodies of its 
female students in hopes that they would emulate the gentility and refinement of the “ideal” 
white woman.  By the turn of the twentieth century, the notion of “ideal” white womanhood was 
contested as middle-class white women distanced themselves from the cult of domesticity and 
began entering the work force and higher education in larger numbers.  Despite this new 
resistance towards established gender roles and a growing exodus from the domestic sphere, 
boarding schools continued to instill the significance of domestic training in its female 
students.83  Furthermore, even as middle and upper-class white women contested Victorian 
notions of femininity, these women often still relied on a relationship to the domestic sphere as a 
marker of their refinement and racial superiority.  According to scholar Amy Kaplan, “The 
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border between the domestic and foreign, however, also deconstructs when we think of 
domesticity not as a static condition but as the process of domestication, which entails 
conquering and taming the wild, the natural, and the alien.”  Kaplan continues, “Domestic in this 
sense is related to the imperial project of civilizing, and the conditions of domesticity often 
become markers that distinguish civilization from savagery.”84  For white women, upholding the 
domestic sphere even at the turn of the twentieth century furthered the colonial project that 
established white womanhood as superior Native conceptions of femininity.   
The boarding school curriculum for Native women and girls focused prominently on the 
domestic arts and sciences as one of the primary methods to “domesticate” and assimilate its 
female students.  Such sentiment was captured in an excerpt from a letter that a female student 
wrote to her family in 1898 that was printed in the Indian Leader.  In the letter the student stated, 
“The girls here are just like white ladies.  Pretty soon we will be the same way.”85  It is clear that 
the author of this letter is talking about her peers who had already been enrolled at Haskell for 
some time.  It is unclear, though, how her peers are “just like white ladies” and how she herself 
will become a “white” lady.  The intentions of the school were internalized to some extent by 
this student as well as others who published in the Indian Leader.  Haskell administrators and 
teachers were not discreet in their cultural and political agenda and emphasized to the students 
that their success was predicated on becoming white.  This was particularly true in the early part 
of Haskell’s history, that is, prior to the 1920s, when almost all of its teachers and administrators 
were white.  Eventually, Haskell and other Indian boarding schools began employing Native 
teachers, many of whom were graduates themselves of the boarding school system, and they 
brought a different approach to Native education which will be addressed in more detail later in 
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this chapter.  The time and context of this letter is important when situating Haskell’s emphasis 
on physical training within its broader history.  This letter shows that the intentions of the school 
were internalized to some extent by the students, though it is also necessary to remember that 
school officials only published student letters that served as good publicity.86  This letter 
highlights Haskell’s efforts to teach Native girls and women a curriculum centered on domestic 
art and science, but also sought to impose a physical standard upon the bodies of Haskell girls 
and women. 
 It is difficult to discern how Haskell students viewed the imposition of a physical 
education curriculum as the primary source of student responses are drawn from the carefully 
mediated medium of the Indian Leader and letters preserved by the institution.  According to one 
letter sent home from a female student, “We have begun our gymnastic work in our new 
gymnasium.  We all enjoy it very much, especially swinging Indian clubs.”87  It is more than 
likely that many students felt similarly about physical training and enjoyed learning and 
performing new exercises.  It is important, though, to differentiate between moments of positive 
affirmation and the colonial intentions behind the physical education curriculum.  For example, 
in a short article published in the Indian Leader, the author referred to Indian club drills as a 
“sight well worth seeing,” and that “most of them get the movements well and are graceful.”88  
This vivid depiction and insistence on the significance of this spectacle reveals the emphasis 
placed on training the bodies of Native students as a marker of progress and assimilation.  
Perhaps even more indicative of this was the synopsis on the 1902 Commencement that featured 
drills and other performances for Lawrence townspeople and invited guests of the school: 
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“The girls were then called on to the field where sixty of them under the direction 
of Assistant Principal U.S.G. Plank gave an exhibition Indian Club drill to the 
music by the band that entertained the crowd in a most delightful manner.  The 
marching and counter-marching to get the places assigned them on the parade 
ground, was a pretty feature preliminary to the club drill.  The swinging of the clubs 
in unison as the band played, the harmony of the dark skirts and light waists worn 
by the participating young women, the gay crowd of spectators, all combined to 
make the scene one of rare beauty, and that will remain in the minds of those who 
were fortunate enough to witness it.”89 
 
This public display of drills and exercises served multiple purposes for the school.  Because 
commencement was the final event of the school year, administrators wanted to showcase the 
success achieved throughout the course of the academic year and chose to do so through this 
display of Indian club swinging.  Along with highlighting student success and accomplishments, 
the commencement weekend was designed to entertain predominantly white guests and 
townspeople and school administrators used student performances for that particular purpose.  
This discussion of the drills put on by sixty Haskell women and girls reveals the gendered 
workings of the boarding school experience and its emphasis on shaping the bodies of Native 
women.  The very nature of this public display of female physicality for a (primarily) white 
audience signals that school administrators wanted to present the public with evidence that the 
school was integrating the latest physical education systems; that their students could learn and 
perform these Western exercise techniques.  The reference to the clothing worn by the students 
and the scene of “rare beauty” all contribute to Haskell’s mission to reform its female students’ 
outward appearance and develop bodily characteristics that aligned with white womanhood. 
 Historians of Native American boarding schools have provided numerous examples of 
how boarding school administrators surveilled female students and implemented curriculums to 
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train Native women to become housewives and caretakers.  “Indian women’s place reflected the 
double burden of gender and race,” writes Indigenous historian K. Tsianina Lomawaima. 
“Federal policies of domestic education and federal practices of intense surveillance, control, 
regimentation, and restriction of Indians girls in these schools warrant close 
examination…Analysis of the roots of the domestic education for all American women makes 
clear the underlying federal agenda, which was to train Indian girls in subservience and 
submission to authority.”90 The heightened level of surveillance directed towards Native 
women’s bodies and appearance included focus on “attire, comportment, posture, and hairstyles” 
and educators believed they had to teach Indian women and girls “new identities, new skills and 
practices, new norms of appearance, and new physical mannerisms.”91   Importantly, women at 
Indian schools were subjected to a curriculum that enforced particular ideologies of white 
womanhood even as white women themselves contested the Victorian models of femininity and 
womanhood, particularly within the realm of physical culture.92   
At all moments throughout the day, Haskell women, like those at the Chilocco Indian 
School, were scrutinized and reprimanded for their intellectual abilities and outward 
appearances.93  Haskell officials regarded the physical training of women similarly to the value 
placed on the domestic arts and science programs.  In 1903, an article in the Indian Leader 
affirmed, “this is an age of devotion to physical culture and athletic sports, and at Haskell 
Institute it is the theory that a strong mind is much better housed in a strong body than a weak 
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one.  Simple gymnastics in the class rooms, and exercises with dumb bells and Indian clubs in 
the gymnasium are means employed to develop strength of body.”94  The rhetoric of this article 
in the Leader mirrored the new national conversation put forward by organizations like the 
YMCA and YWCA about the relationship between a strong body and a strong mind.  Even the 
use of “devotion” to describe a commitment to health and fitness underscores a religiosity to this 
past time that emerged towards the end of the nineteenth century.  Haskell administrators 
embraced this new approach to fitness in order to further the assimilationist cause of the school.  
Within this installation of a physical culture that sought to sharpen both the mind and body, for 
women and girls at Haskell, the concern was not so much with an inferiority to men but rather an 
inferiority to white women.95    
 Although Haskell placed value on the physical training of both its male and female 
students, the drills and exercises represented different understandings of gender production 
which was reflected in the rhetoric of school officials.  Peairs believed that physical education 
would transform slender and “thin-chested” Native boys into rugged, strong men; Haskell girls 
and women would develop grace, refinement, and beauty.  A 1921 article in the Leader 
emphasized this point by urging the school’s female students to enjoy walks and hikes in order to 
take “advantage of this opportunity of gaining health and beauty by directed exercise in the open 
air.”96  This demarcation of gender served as a signpost of modernity and assimilation and 
articulates why physical culture at Haskell was given so much consideration within the overall 
educational curriculum.97  While manual and commercial training provided students with the 
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skills to become productive, economic, citizens, physical training foregrounded the body along 
Western notions of gender that fulfilled the colonial project of Native acculturation and 
assimilation within the U.S. nation-state.98  Through this focus on the U.S. colonial project and 
the imposition of gender norms, the history of physical education within the U.S. takes on new 
meaning and represents a bodily process that involves more than improving one’s overall health 
and well-being.  For Haskell women and girls, the implementation of a Western physical culture 
was both a colonial spectacle and a gendered experience that sought to un-do Native 
understandings of femininity and physicality.99  Combating the spread of communicable disease 
and improving the health of Haskell students was a motivating factor for curating a strong 
physical culture on campus.  Yet, the underlying racial and gendered implications overshadowed 
any tangible benefit to the health of students.  Physical education targeted the body in a way that 
domestic science training could not.  Therefore, teaching both domestic science and physical 
education to female students provided Native girls and women with the skills to become 
successful mothers and wives while embodying the supposed grace and docility of white 
womanhood. 
 The focus on physical education at Haskell remained steady even as administrators 
changed.  Both H.H. Fiske, who immediately succeeded Peairs in 1908, and J.R. Wise, who took 
over the school in 1911 after Fiske’s brief tenure, emphasized the importance of physical 
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education, and even took strides to limit Haskell’s focus on organized athletics.  This was partly 
due to continued insistence by the Office of Indian Affairs for off-reservation schools to 
encourage the physical development of the students through organized physical education 
instruction.  In a circular from the Office of Indian Affairs in 1908 to all agents and 
superintendents, the Office recommended that evening classes be discontinued and replaced with 
“exercises of an educative, entertaining and recreative character.”100  The circular goes on to note 
that in “localities where climatic conditions are favorable, outdoor games, especially for the 
smaller children, should be engaged in, and should be prolonged as late in the evening as may be 
practicable, as exercise in the open air is essential to the health of Indian children who are not 
accustomed to school routine.”101  Two inferences can be made from the claim that open air 
exercise is beneficial for students not familiar with the boarding school environment.  The first: 
Native intellectual capabilities were intertwined with their physical condition.  Native students 
supposedly could not handle the rigors of a Western education and needed to strengthen their 
body physically in order to compensate for the lack of mental capacity.102  A second inference 
that one can draw from this circular is the continued fear of epidemics within boarding schools.  
By the 1900s, the OIA advocated for as much open-air activity as possible.  Given Haskell’s 
location in the central plains, students did enjoy outdoor exercises for much of the school year, 
but a gymnasium was essential for exercises and activities in the harsh winter months.  The 
significance of a gymnasium on Haskell’s campus will be discussed at greater length later in this 
chapter, but what is particularly important with this OIA circular is the coupling of physical 
activity with routinization.  It is hard to quantify the success of such recommendations, 
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especially because diseases were typically contracted and spread through poor nutrition, over-
crowded dormitories, tainted water supplies, and failures to properly quarantine sick students.  
Nevertheless, the OIA encouraged schools like Haskell to institute a strict physical exercise 
routine to prepare students for the pressures of education and thwart the spread of deadly 
diseases. 
Even as the Office of Indian Affairs encouraged physical education and exercise for 
boarding school students, Haskell superintendents were constantly searching for the necessary 
funds to pay a proper instructor and provide the equipment needed for such instruction.  In his 
annual report in 1911, Superintendent Wise noted that the position of physical director has 
finally been authorized and goes on to argue that “undoubtedly the money expended in paying 
the additional salaries required in these two positions will be fully justified.”  Wise also stated, 
“It is shortsighted to invest money in training the Indian boys and girls, and at the same time 
neglect their health and physical welfare.”103  Wise was a firm believer in improving Haskell’s 
physical culture, and he often expressed disappointment in his predecessor’s, H.B. Peairs, focus 
on intercollegiate athletics at the school.  In a letter to Wilson Charles, who had inquired about a 
possible opening at the athletic director position at Haskell, Wise informed Wilson that he did 
not have a desire to fill such a position.  Wise justified his stance as such: “I believe thoroughly 
in athletics for a school of this kind but I believe in it for the entire mass of the student body 
rather than for a selected few.  I care very little for the fame of it and I would not care to tour the 
country with the baseball or other team simply with a view to making money.”104  This was a 
stark departure from the vision of Peairs, who attempted to balance both physical education for 
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all students and competitive athletics for a select group of students.  Wise’s increased emphasis 
on physical education led him to be a staunch advocate of a desperate need at Haskell: a suitable 
gymnasium for all students. 
The Haskell Gymnasium  
 
Superintendent Wise was not the first Haskell administrator to request funds to construct 
a gymnasium on Haskell’s campus.  During Peairs’ early tenure at Haskell he hoped to construct 
a proper gymnasium at the school but had to settle for converting the basement of the chapel into 
a gymnasium space.  At first the chapel basement proved suitable for physical education classes 
and various athletic games, but over time, with rising enrollment and a rapid decline in the 
physical structure of the chapel, Wise and others determined that it was in the school’s best 
interest to request funds to construct a new gymnasium.  In September of 1912, supervisor of 
construction, John Charles, and former Haskell administrator and subsequent Supervisor of all 
Indian Schools, H.B. Peairs, consulted with J.R. Wise over the need of a new gymnasium.  Peairs 
and Charles then expressed their concerns in a letter to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 
stating that: “the only available room at present which can be used for indoor recreation or 
gymnasium purposes is a basement room in the chapel building.  This room is entirely unfit to be 
used for such purposes.  It is poorly lighted, poorly ventilated, and in no way adapted to the use 
to which it has to be put.”  Ventilation and lighting were not the only concerns with the basement 
room.  Charles and Peairs continued, “The room is also quite small and will not accommodate 
the large enrollment at this school.  The physical development of Indian children is a subject 
which should be given careful attention, and in this climate, it is absolutely necessary to have a 
recreation and gymnasium room.”105  Peairs and Charles requested an appropriation of $20,000 
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for the erection of a gymnasium and emphasized once again the importance of physical 
education for Haskell students.106        
By 1914 Congress addressed Haskell’s funding inquiry and a member of the Committee 
on Indian Affairs, Henry Ashurst, submitted an appropriation of $40,000 to the Secretary of the 
Interior for the purpose of constructing a gymnasium at Haskell.107  By June of that year, J.R. 
Wise informed a construction company that the school had not yet received its reduced 
appropriation of $30,000, as Ashurst did not get the full amount he sought and settled on the 
allocation of $30,000, but that the current congressional session would finally see to Haskell’s 
funding request.108  A 1919 letter from H.B. Peairs to the superintendent of the Fort Totten 
Indian School reveals that the final cost of the gymnasium was $25,000.  Haskell kept the costs 
at a minimum because much of the construction labor was performed by Haskell students, which 
serves as another example of the exploitative practices of federal boarding schools where unpaid 
student labor was used to construct and improve buildings on campus.109  Construction was 
underway by the summer of 1914 and the news was published in the Lawrence Journal-World 
and subsequently republished in the 1914 Haskell Annual.  The article offered a brief synopsis of 
the funding process and the congressional approval of the allocation for the gymnasium and also 
stated: “This is the best piece of news that Lawrence has received for some time as it indicates 
that the federal government desires to still further develop the usefulness of Haskell as an Indian 
school.  Haskell is undoubtedly the largest Indian school in the world.  While it may not have so 
large an enrollment as Carlisle it has a better plant and is doing splendid work.”110  The fact that 
the author related this news about Haskell as a success for the town of Lawrence is noteworthy 
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even as it remains unclear if the majority of Lawrence residents felt similarly.  There are 
relatively few references to tensions between Lawrence residents and Haskell students, but that is 
primarily due to Haskell administrators’ efforts to publicize the relationship as harmonious.  It is 
more than likely that friction existed and that Haskell students encountered anti-Indian rhetoric 
and behavior from Lawrence locals.  Moreover, the Journal-World article hints at larger 
concerns about the successes of Indian education and the futility of off-reservation boarding 
schools.  By 1910, rumors circulated that the OIA was planning to shut down Haskell Institute, a 
fate that many boarding schools already experienced and would continue to in the coming years.  
In fact, on multiple occasions the closure of Haskell seemed certain, and officials at the 
University of Kansas wrote to Haskell inquiring about their ability to purchase Haskell’s land 
and buildings.  But, H.B. Peairs and other Haskell superintendents argued that Haskell remained 
a necessary institution and one that should not be forced to shut its doors.   
It is not a coincidence that securing funds for a new gymnasium signaled a renewed 
commitment by the Office of Indian Affairs and, by extension, the U.S. government, in the 
educational goals of Haskell Institute.  Physical education featured prominently in the curriculum 
of Haskell and was believed to be an integral part of preparing Indian youth for U.S. citizenship.  
The physical transformations of Native bodies that physical education courses hoped to achieve 
were not just a part of Haskell’s mission, but part of the broader justification for the continued 
necessity of Indian education as a federal expense.  The gymnasium, then, is both literal and 
symbolic.  The literal purpose of the space as a building for exercise and social gatherings 
functioned in parallel with its symbolic representation of the perpetuation of colonial myths 
about Native bodies and health and hygiene.  By 1914, countless buildings on Haskell’s campus 
required necessary repairs or replacements.  School officials, though, purposefully emphasized 
the need for a gymnasium—a need that was met by the government in a (relatively) timely 
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manner, especially compared to frequent request denials for other repairs and campus 
construction.111  Ironically, the disrepair of various buildings and the lack of enough sleeping 
quarters perpetuated the spread of disease on campus, but those concerns were overlooked and 
instead the insistence on training the body was privileged in both local and national 
conversations about the purpose of Haskell Institute.         
Despite J.R. Wise’s insistence that physical education at Haskell should be for all Haskell 
students, the new gymnasium was predominantly used for men’s physical education classes and 
athletics.  Haskell women and girls did have some physical and social activities in the new 
gymnasium, but letters and reports from Haskell officials in the early 1920s indicate that the 
gymnasium was intended for male use only and that the school’s women needed a space of their 
own for athletic purposes.  In a 1924 report to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, Haskell 
Superintendent H.B. Peairs, who returned to the previous position of superintendent at Haskell in 
1918, implored that a new gymnasium space was needed for the women.  He disagreed with 
previous ideas to turn the fourth floor of the girls’ dormitory into a recreation space, arguing that: 
“There should also be a gymnasium for the girls.  I cannot agree at all with the suggestion of 
Supervisor Spalsbury that the fourth floor of the girls’ building would be suitable to use for that 
purpose…The ceilings are too low and to climb to a fourth story for recreation would not be the 
most desirable thing to do.”112  Within this report Peairs also mentioned that the school hoped to 
convert one of the warehouses into a new girls’ dormitory as the current building was not 
suitable for living quarters, which was perhaps another reason why Peairs claimed that the fourth 
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students) to keep the buildings functional.  
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floor could not serve as a viable gymnasium.  Reports like these were common as 
superintendents were forced to repurpose buildings for a variety of needs because other buildings 
posed too many health and safety risks.  The Office of Indian Affairs and U.S. Congress rarely 
provided Haskell with the necessary funds to keep all school buildings in proper order, leaving 
Peairs with the difficult task of finding a suitable place for Haskell’s women and girls to exercise 
and participate in physical education classes. 
It is not clear within the archival records why Haskell women were not offered the same 
opportunities in the new gymnasium as the men, but it likely followed in the same tradition at the 
school of keeping the sexes separate as much as possible.  There was also the ongoing notion that 
men and women should not exercise in front of one another, making it impossible for Haskell’s 
men and women to co-exist within the gymnasium during physical education classes.  
Scheduling conflicts and a greater emphasis on the training of the male body, then, likely 
contributed to the gender exclusivity of the Haskell gymnasium and the need for a separate space 
for Haskell’s girls and women to partake in their own physical training and education.  This 
implicit contestation over who could and could not occupy Haskell’s gymnasium also marks an 
important change in the gendered dynamic of Haskell’s physical culture.  As this chapter pointed 
out, equal attention was paid to the health and physical education of Haskell’s men and women 
in the 1890s and early 1900s, but that appears to change by the 1910s with an increased focus on 
Haskell’s male students.  That pendulum swung slowly backwards in the early 1920s, with the 
arrival of new Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) employee and physical director 
Ella Deloria.  With her presence on campus, a renewed interest in women’s health and physical 
fitness emerged, stoking the push for a new women’s gymnasium and a stronger commitment to 
the motto of physical fitness for all Haskell students. 
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Ella Deloria, Gender, and Physical Culture at Haskell in the 1920s 
  
Ella Deloria, a Yankton Dakota woman and a Boaz-trained anthropologist, began 
working for the national YWCA in the 1910s and was assigned to assist with Haskell’s YWCA 
in the early 1920s.  As part of her YWCA work, Deloria, with the blessing of H.B. Peairs, began 
a thorough examination of the physical condition of Haskell’s women and girls that culminated 
in a final report published in 1922.  Within the opening paragraph of the report, Deloria 
underscored the significance of her work and provided necessary context about the broader 
conversations about Native women’s bodies that she engaged with and also resisted.  In 
particular, she noted, “to interpret what this work (health education) signifies in the minds of 
those directly interested, so that friends of Indians may truly understand, I must touch rather fully 
on the health inheritance of the Indian girl of today; and in the process, I must ruthlessly tear 
down the pet theory of most people that unusual physical vigor is the heritage of every single 
Indian, just because he or she is an Indian.”113  The “pet theory” that Deloria referred to was a 
pervasive ideology that particularly occupied the sporting realm at the turn of the twentieth 
century in the United States.  In fact, some anthropologists were so consumed with the notion 
that Native peoples possessed innate physical talents that they created a two-day sporting event 
at the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair called the “Anthropology Days.”  The Anthropology Days 
were comprised of various sporting events in which only Indigenous peoples present at the fair 
competed.  Anthropologists present at the event observed and recorded “scientific” data and 
measurements to prove their theories about Native physical superiority.  This event and 
associated records were generally regarded as a failure by “serious” scholars who were involved 
in the development of anthropology as an academic discipline including Boas and his school of 
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relativistic, cultural centric anthropologists.114  While the scientific data from the event was 
largely ignored as insufficient and flawed, the colonial ideology that it sought to confirm 
remained prevalent within both scientific and non-academic communities.115  Even with eighteen 
years separating the Anthropology Days and Ella Deloria’s report, Deloria recognized that such 
rhetoric about Native bodies persisted and required addressing within her own reports on health 
and physical culture amongst Native women.116 
 After foregrounding the stakes of her report, Deloria discussed the differences between 
the contemporary Native woman of the 1920s with that of her great-grandmother’s generation.  
She revealed, indirectly, the ways that colonization- particularly the creation of reservations and 
an imposition of sedentary lifestyles- drastically altered the health practices of Native women.  
Deloria argued that past generations of Native women were physically fit because of the physical 
demands that came with the frequent movement of their camp and household, not because of any 
systematic or routine physical training. Deloria acknowledged that life for contemporary Native 
women and girls was radically different from their mothers and grandmothers and that new 
practices of health and physical education were an important and necessary tool to mitigate the 
negative bodily consequences of colonization.117  But, Deloria made another compelling 
argument for the purpose and need of physical education and games for women at a school such 
as Haskell, centering on surviving the boarding school experience itself.   
                                               
114 For more on the formation of cultural anthropology as an academic discipline, see: Franz Boas, A Franz Boas 
Reader: The Shaping of American Anthropology, 1883-1911, ed. George W. Stocking Jr (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1989). 
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116 Within the first page of her report, Deloria references an anecdote in which a (presumably white) woman tells of a 
Native woman who “leaped like a deer” into the front seat of a car, and that such movement was “characteristically 
Indian.”  Likely referring to herself, Deloria notes an Indian woman who is also a physical director that would long to 
leap into a car without opening the door, which both pokes fun at the woman’s anecdote and refutes her claim of 
leaping like a deer as “characteristically Indian.” 
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Deloria articulated the financial burden school’s like Haskell experienced, as well as the 
frequent problem of overcrowding: “this handicap through lack of funds has meant a military 
system of government in which the individual girl is lost in the mess; it has also meant only a 
half day of academic work daily, as the girls are needed for all the housework of the school the 
other half day.”118  Such a system prevented Haskell’s female students from receiving sufficient 
physical training or having the time to even exercise if they desired to do so.  So, in the small 
amounts of free time allotted, Deloria suggested that rousing games be implemented by a 
competent leader.  In doing so this would “give the new girl something to take her mind off the 
pangs of homesickness and would get her speedily acquainted with the other girls in the 
school…At the same time they would give physical and mental recreation, and best of all, a good 
time.”119  While non-Native school administrators like H.B. Peairs showed frustration and 
accused students of being ungrateful of their educational opportunities when they expressed 
homesickness or ran away from school, Deloria understood the psychological hardships of the 
boarding school experience.  She designed her physical education curriculum with these 
challenges and traumas in mind, helping students adjust to their new surroundings and foster 
relationships with their peers.   
 Deloria was particularly emphatic about the role of games for the women at Haskell. 
Citing the eagerness of the students to learn new games, play old ones, and the change in their 
demeanor while playing games with one another, Deloria wrote: “they laughed and jumped 
around and were quite a different group from those solemn faces which lined up according to 
companies at the sound of the bugle and moved like automatons to bed, mess, school and 
church.”120  In her memoir, former Haskell graduate Lucille Winnie recalled with great detail the 
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military-style regimentation that dictated their days, the continuous sounding of the bell to 
instruct their movements, and the frustration of enduring such a routinized daily schedule.121  
Given her positionality as both a Native woman and school employee, Deloria was acutely aware 
of her students’ needs and worked to meet them while navigating the restrictions of the boarding 
school setting.   
 After providing examples of the work she set out to accomplish at Haskell, Deloria 
reflected back on how and why she arrived at Haskell’s campus.  She credited much of this to 
Superintendent H.B. Peairs, who, in 1920, created a small camp for Haskell girls to attend over 
the summer.  Through their participation at the camp, Peairs recognized the importance of health 
education for Haskell’s female students and worked with the Office of Indian Affairs and the 
YWCA to have a physical director for women sent to the school on a temporary basis.  This 
reporting by Deloria confirms that in the 1910s the focus on women’s health and physical 
education fell to the wayside and required expert direction to help remedy this curricular gap.  
Upon her arrival, Peairs allowed female students to convene in a gymnasium twice a week for 
forty minutes for physical training and “the girls responded delightfully in their usual fine spirit 
so that at the close of the period Mr. Peairs expressed great satisfaction over the work.”122  
Peairs’ initial request was for the physical director for the girls and women to remain for six 
weeks, but the National Board of the YWCA extended Deloria’s time at Haskell to eight months, 
“in order to start a Physical Education Department there which should so demonstrate to the 
Indian Bureau the value of it in the school life and subsequent life of the Indian girls that it 
would be made a part of the curriculum of every government school in the country.”123  Deloria’s 
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work, then, had both local and national implications as she sought to ensure the health of her 
students at Haskell along with all other students enrolled at a number of Indian schools across the 
United States. 
  Deloria’s national impact was also driven by her desire to train women at Haskell to 
carry out that work at the smaller Indian schools around the country that were woefully 
understaffed and underresourced.  According to Deloria, “As yet there is no such position created 
as that of physical director in the Indian schools.  But as that is a crying need for it in every 
school can not be again said…The hope is that if these girls can also have training in health 
education and recreational leadership they may fill double positions in some of the isolated 
smaller schools.”124  By the 1920s, women graduates of Haskell commonly joined the Indian 
service and served as instructors at a number of different government schools within the United 
States.  For example, when Lucille Winnie graduated Haskell in the mid 1920s, she was assigned 
to the Pipestone Indian School in Minnesota, where she taught a number of subjects and also 
took charge of physical education for the school’s female students.  In this regard, Deloria’s 
vision of growing the Office of Indian Affair’s commitment to physical culture was realized.  
Deloria concluded with a re-emphasis of a point she addressed in the opening pages of her 
report—physical and health education should not be viewed as secondary to the curriculum 
within the Indian schools but should be seen as “a very integral part of the mental and spiritual 
training of Indian girls which shall carry over into the life of the race.”125  Moreover, she asserted 
that recreation, in the form of games and sports, created a positive atmospheres where students 
could build relationships and find some enjoyment in an otherwise monotonous, dull day of 
boarding school education.  Based on the positive responses received from Haskell’s female 
students, Deloria urged the Office of Indian Affairs to adopt the health and physical education 
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curriculum she created both at Haskell and other schools around the country.  At Haskell, 
Deloria was successful in solidifying a new physical education curriculum for the female pupils.  
This was evidenced by Peairs’ calls for a new gymnasium for women as well as increased 
references to women’s health and physical education in archival documents such as letters, daily 
schedules, and articles in the Indian Leader. 
 Deloria’s report is significant because of her unique positionality as she was able to gain 
access to Haskell and communicate with students in a manner that most Haskell teachers could 
not and would not.  Between Haskell’s inception in 1884 and the arrival of Deloria in the 1920s, 
Haskell did not retain many Native teachers on its payroll.  There were some notable exceptions; 
George Shawnee, a Haskell alum, who often worked with the male athletes and served as 
Haskell’s chief clerk for many years; and Ed Shields, another alum of the school who was the 
boys’ physical director in the early 1900s.  The Office of Indian Affairs was wary of hiring 
Native people to serve as educators at the boarding schools, and it was not until the late 1910s 
and 1920s that that policy weakened.  Deloria represented the ideal candidate to serve as an 
educator at Haskell due to her close ties with H.B. Peairs and her work with the YWCA.  Her 
report referenced the important work of the YWCA and other missionaries who have instilled 
Christian beliefs within Native communities.  Deloria firmly believed in the relationship between 
mind, body, and the Christian spirit, and argued that physical education played an important role 
in connecting the spiritual realm with that of the body.  This rhetoric eased any concerns the OIA 
may have had about assigning a Native woman to serve as a physical director, and while these 
beliefs espoused by Deloria certainly add to the complexity of her positionality, I argue that her 
deployment of such ideologies was strategic and allowed her to gain access to a space that was 
typically restricted to white educators.  That is not to say that Deloria did not believe in the 
importance of Christianity or its influence within Native communities, but the report suggests 
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that she did not view Christianity as the most significant element to her work on health and 
physical education.126 
 Another critical element suggested within the report was the Indigenous perspective and 
knowledges that shaped Deloria’s teachings and analysis.  In most other reports produced by 
white doctors or OIA officials, Native bodies were juxtaposed with white bodies.  Native men 
and women were deemed suitable or deficient based on their ability to match the perceived 
intellectual, physical, and spiritual nature of white men and women.  For example, a physician 
named Dr. Allison joined Deloria at Haskell to perform examinations of a select group of 
Haskell women.  Her report echoed Deloria’s enthusiasm for the need of physical and health 
education, but she based her findings on a direct comparison of the women she examined at 
Haskell and other white women.  At one point early in her report, she stated, “we found that the 
Indian girls excelled the white girls in the sub-costal angle tests by 67-1/2 degrees as against the 
white girls angle of 45 degrees, but she is surprisingly below the white girl in muscle strength 
test.  Only two of the Indian girls made the average normal number of kilograms—right arm 35,-
-left arm 30, --chest 25, --and back 20.  These two were girls who had had much more physical 
activity than the average Indian girl.”127  There were several fundamental flaws with the analysis 
provided by Dr. Allison, with the main revolving around white women serving as the control 
group and thus seen as the “norm,” and whose data points were then used to determine whether 
or not Native women were equal to or lesser than white women.  This not only established 
whiteness as superior and something that must be matched, it also eliminated any room for 
cultural, social, or economic factors that influenced physical cultures.  Even without considering 
Indigenous cosmologies of the body and physicality, comparing muscle strength of boarding 
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school students that continually endured malnutrition and the threat of communicable disease to 
that of middle-class white women ensured the outcome of the tests even before they were 
performed.   
 Based on her findings, Dr. Allison addressed a sentiment also put forward by Deloria—
the “myth” of an inherent physical vigor possessed by Native men and women.  In the final 
paragraph of her report, Dr. Allison lamented, “From my experience in Indian schools and on 
Indian reservations, in connection with the social education work of the Young Women’s 
Christian Association, I realize that our preconceived ideas of the wonderful physical vigor of 
Indian girls and women are incorrect.  Either this vigor never existed, or with changed 
conditions, it has practically disappeared.”128  The vigor never existed. Or, in Dr. Allison’s 
framing, it did exist but has disappeared. This is a direct use of colonial ideologies that believed 
in the ultimate demise of Native peoples without white intervention. Attempting to prove or 
disprove the presence of an inherent physical vigor served to give power to Western conceptions 
of science and health.  It ignored the implications that colonization had on Native bodies.  
 It is precisely in this manner that Deloria’s report offers such a stark contrast to that of 
Dr. Allison’s.  Although both were concerned with the health and well-being of Native girls and 
women, and both argued for more attention to a physical education curriculum, their reasonings 
for such differed, particularly along the lines of their points of comparison.  As a Native woman, 
Deloria was aware of ramifications that colonization, reservation construction, and termination 
politics had on Native communities.  Using that knowledge, Deloria created physical education 
programs that hinged on the histories and cultures of Native women. This provided her students 
with the tools to persist as Native women within the confines of white hegemonic colonial rule.  
Dr. Allison, on the other hand, ignored the impact of colonization on Native bodies and relied on 
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the comparison of Native women to white women to justify government intervention and 
training of Native women’s bodies.  Unsurprisingly, Dr. Allison offered a more “medicalized” 
remedy that differed from Deloria’s emphasis on group activities and the introduction of games 
into daily life for Haskell students.  This included a list of new equipment the school should 
purchase, including scales for measuring weight, and dynamometer’s for various body parts such 
as the chest, shoulders, legs, etc.129  Dr. Allison also suggested the school purchase a triple 
mirror so that students could perfect their posture and carry themselves in the proper, feminine 
manner.  She recommended the school invest at least two hundred and thirty-two dollars in all 
the equipment and it’s unclear if the purchases were ever made.      
 Both reports carried a certain legitimacy to them—Deloria trained with famed 
anthropologist Franz Boas and was well-liked within the YWCA and the Office of Indian 
Affairs.  Dr. Allison touted a medical degree along with years of missionary service in 
conjunction with the YWCA.  It is difficult to discern how the reports were received and if one 
was afforded more credence than the other, but the significance of the reports lies within their 
influence on the students at Haskell.  Based on references to her in multiple issues of the Indian 
Leader, it is apparent that Ella Deloria was loved and respected by her students.  One Haskell 
student, Esther Burnett Horne, remembered Deloria fondly in her memoir as she described her 
time at Haskell Institute: “Two teachers at Haskell who had a profound impact on my life were 
Ella Deloria and Ruth Muskrat Bronson…Ella Deloria was Standing Rock Sioux and a graduate 
of Columbia…Ruth Muskrat Bronson was Cherokee and a graduate of Mount Holyoke.”130  
Immediately, Esther flagged both the Native identities of these two teachers as well as their 
educational pedigree.  Even in the 1920s, it was uncommon for many women in the U.S. to 
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attend elite colleges and universities, and harder still for non-white women to enter higher 
education.  Although her initial discussion of Deloria and Muskrat Bronson was purely 
descriptive, Esther reflected a sense of pride in having been taught by two Native women who 
were highly educated and well-traveled.  Esther continued her discussion of Deloria and Muskrat 
Bronson by stating, “They taught non-Indian subject matter but had a very strong respect for 
Indian culture, and they were clever to integrate it into the curriculum.  They taught their 
students to have a healthy respect for themselves as individuals and a pride in their heritage.  
They taught us about Indian values and kept them alive in us.”131  Esther’s comments articulated 
both the significance of Deloria’s health education report and the success of her work as physical 
director at Haskell.  Deloria accomplished the difficult task of appeasing a strict educational 
approach set forward by the Office of Indian Affairs while connecting with her students and 
instilling pride in their identities as Native women.  Esther’s use of the word “clever” indicated 
her awareness of the surreptitious ways in which Deloria and Muskrat Bronson introduced 
Indigenous knowledges and values into their teachings while avoiding detection from school 
administrators.  Lastly, Esther remarked, “Ruth and Ella listened to us…Students at Haskell had 
a great deal of respect for these two people, probably because they came from the same 
background as us.  They were Indian, and so we knew that they understood us, just as they 
understood where we came from and what our needs and beliefs encompassed.  They were both 
well-educated Indian women whose desire to help Indian youth led them to commit and dedicate 
their lives to us.”132  It is difficult to fully quantify the influence that teachers such as Deloria and 
Muskrat Bronson had on all the students they interacted with, but Esther offered such a vivid 
account of how well loved and respected they were, and why.  Esther wrote that her relationships 
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with Deloria and Muskrat Bronson endured for years after she left Haskell, underscoring the 
power of such relationships on a personal and inter-tribal level.   
 Through Esther Burnett Horne’s recollections of the teachings of Ella Deloria the 
significance of Deloria’s role as physical director is made even more apparent.  Under Deloria’s 
guidance, students did not concern themselves with data, statistics, and how they measured up 
(literally) to white women.  Instead, they focused on their physical development and intellectual 
growth in relation to their own culture and their relationships with one another.  This approach to 
physical training was unique and largely overlooked in other institutions where the methods of 
doctors and instructors such as Dr. Allison prevailed.  It is important to avoid the difficult trap of 
discerning which method and approach was “better” or “worse,” because such a framework 
overlooks the roles that culture, historical context, and changing conceptions of race and gender 
played within this particular history.  Although the Office of Indian Affairs believed that a 
Western and more medicalized approach to physical education was preferred, Deloria focused on 
providing her students with the tools to survive the boarding school experience and beyond.  
Even within the restrictive and coercive setting of Haskell Institute, Deloria found ways to evoke 
Indigenous cosmologies and knowledges about health, physicality, and well-being.  She provided 
her students with the opportunity to escape assimilationist rhetoric, even if only briefly, and 
embody their own Native subjectivities. 
 Towards the end of her tenure at Haskell, Deloria had sufficiently generated a positive 
impact on her students and Haskell administrators.  In the 1925 Haskell Annual, reference was 
made to the expansion of a women’s physical education program at the school, stating, “We 
hope to offer next year, not only the regular course in folk dancing, gymnastic exercises, games, 
and sports, but a major course for girls who are interested in fitting themselves to teach physical 
education.  The girls’ gymnasium which is under the process of construction, will be a very great 
  
72 
aid toward developing this much needed work and strengthening the department.”133  According 
to reports in the Indian Leader, the physical education degree program was put into full effect by 
the academic year of 1927-1928, and the basement of the auditorium had been successfully 
converted into a girls’ gymnasium and swimming pool.134  In that same year, the Haskell 
application asked students if they were interested in pursuing a degree in physical education and 
what kinds of experience they had with various games and sports.135  In conjunction with this 
resurgence of women’s physical health and education at Haskell, there was also a renewed 
interest in women’s competitive athletics at the school, which will be discussed in greater detail 
in the next chapter.  Although physical education and athletics are two distinct modes of bodily 
training and exercise, a clear relationship between the two existed, particularly when it came to 
Haskell’s female students.  As an interest in women’s physical education rose, so too did athletic 
opportunities, much of which can be attributed to Ella Deloria’s emphasis on both physical 
training and the introduction of games during students’ free times throughout each day. Athletics 
ultimately served a different purpose for Haskell students and school officials which warrants its 
own examination and analysis in a later chapter, but preliminarily it is important to note it as an 
extension of Haskell’s physical culture that originated with physical education and military-style 
training. 
   From Haskell’s inception in the 1880s to 1930 and beyond, physical training figured 
prominently in the school’s curriculum and the daily lived experiences of its students.  In a 
number of memoirs written by Haskell graduates and ex-students, frequent references were made 
to the military marches between classes, military drilling, and the frequent inspections of their 
clothes and beds.  The importance of training Native bodies in an effort to transform students 
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from “raw material” into productive members of U.S. society became just as significant for 
Haskell officials as did intellectual and vocational training.  Although Haskell did not always 
have the funds to hire physical directors or purchase gymnasium equipment, most of the school’s 
superintendents found ways to create a physical culture that relied on Western conceptions of 
physicality and the body.  This was especially true for Haskell’s female students, particularly in 
the early years of Haskell’s history.  As elite white women’s colleges began introducing physical 
education curriculums for women, Haskell borrowed their training techniques and styles to help 
their students mirror their white counterparts and embody a new style of femininity.  With the 
departure of Haskell Superintendent H.B. Peairs in 1908, the focus on women’s physical 
education dwindled, though it is unclear why the new superintendents only wanted to foster a 
physical culture for its male students.  But, when Peairs returned to the helm of Haskell in 1918, 
he worked to recruit Ella Deloria and others to rekindle an interest in women’s physical health 
and education.  The ebbs and flows of women’s physical culture at Haskell is indicative of 
broader issues the school had with employee turnover, lack of funds, and differences of opinions 
amongst the school’s leadership.  When the school struggled financially, administrators often 
placed preference on programs that benefited male students, which provides one possible answer 
as to why little information exists about women’s physical education during the 1910s at 
Haskell.  This history, then, articulates the ways that school officials used physical education as 
tool to impose white femininity on Native female students, while also empowering a gendered 
binary that privileged masculinity.  This approach to physical culture served as the foundation 
for Haskell’s numerous athletic programs, which operated along similar notions race, empire, 
and gender. 
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CHAPTER 2: THE ATHLETIC BODY: GENDER AND 
INDIGENEITY IN HASKELL’S SPORTING CULTURE  
 
In early November of 1923, former Haskell student Vivian Roberts, a member of the 
Pawnee Nation, penned a letter to her Alma Mater that was subsequently published in the school 
paper, the Indian Leader.  Roberts had attended Haskell in the early 1920s, but, like many 
students, left Haskell to attend a public high school near her family in Oklahoma.  In her letter to 
a friend at Haskell, Roberts discussed her new setting, the courses she was taking, and how she 
missed having Indian companions with her at school.  Roberts then informed her peer that she 
was a member of the school’s sophomore class basketball team and she followed up this news 
with a rather curious statement: “The girls here think every Indian should be an athlete, so I have 
tried to prove that to them, with what training I have had at Haskell, at class tournaments we 
have had.”136  This brief pronouncement by Roberts signals the convergence of two distinct 
narratives that this chapter will address: the notion that all Indians, including women, were 
expected to be athletes by their white classmates and peers; and that athletic opportunities for 
women existed at Haskell despite limited archival indications of such programs.  Roberts then 
concluded her letter with another reference to athletics that provides a broader understanding of 
Haskell’s athletic culture: “We have been reading in the papers a great deal about that wonderful 
football team [the Haskell Institute Men’s Football team].  It certainly makes me swell with pride 
when I hear them say, ‘that school called Haskell Institute certainly must be a fine place.’”137  
Although Roberts was no longer a student at Haskell nor a member of the school’s football team, 
she still carefully followed the team’s successes and spoke of the direct correlation between 
athletic achievement and loyalty to Haskell.  This affective relationship evoked school spirit, 
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pride, and loyalty.  It also reflected not only pride in an institution, but pride in her Native 
community.   
 Roberts’ letter speaks to the complex role of athletics at Haskell Institute and illuminates 
the multiple scales that athletics operated within at the school.  It was personal and individual; 
collective within Native communities; and regional and national as non-Native peoples followed 
Haskell athletes and their successes.  Sports at Haskell took on a number of meanings that 
dictated these multiplicities of historical contexts, positionalities, and spaces.  My previous 
chapter argued that physical education was coercive as every student that attended Haskell had to 
take physical education.  Athletics were extracurricular, voluntary activities and the very act of 
participating in a sport at Haskell evoked a semblance of agency and opportunity that students 
could leverage.   
Regardless of the intention of joining the basketball or football team, hundreds of 
students, male and female, did so throughout Haskell’s early history and produced an athletic 
ethos that challenged preconceived notions of Native bodies and generated a shared Native 
identity amongst Haskell students and the broader Native community.  Many Haskell 
competitive athletic contests took place outside of the boarding school setting including 
exhibitions around the United States.  Through athletic participation, Haskell students interacted 
with one another, with school officials and administrators, their (predominantly) white 
opponents, and local fans and spectators that often-comprised Natives and non-Natives alike.  
Within these engagements and interactions, an athletic culture emerged at Haskell that at times 
aligned with broader ideologies about the purpose of sport in higher education but also 
challenged that narrative given Haskell’s unique educational endeavors and goals.  Both 
historians of sport and Native boarding schools have discussed the purpose of athletics for Native 
students, particularly from the perspective of boarding school administrators.  “Unlike physical 
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education or recreation,” writes historian John Bloom, “these athletic programs were created to 
provide schools with a valuable source of public relations, providing ‘proof’ that Native 
American children could be assimilated and taught to compete with grace and sportsmanship.”138  
As my previous chapter demonstrated physical education including athletics were often viewed 
as a colonial tool for the assimilation and discipline of Native students.  Sport also, though, 
provided opportunities for students to actively resist the assimilationist agenda of boarding 
school administrators and create their own athletic ethos while at Haskell.  According to Haskell 
historian Myriam Vučković, “American sports such as football promoted school spirit and 
American patriotism, they also allowed students to feel ethnic pride, develop intertribal 
identities, and symbolically contest white society.”139  This chapter will advance Vučković’s 
claims further by articulating how Haskell’s students used sport to not just symbolically contest 
white society but dismantle harmful ideologies about Native bodies and decolonize the boarding 
school setting. 
 This chapter draws from the rich historiographies of off-reservation federal Indian 
boarding schools, early twentieth century sport histories, and Native histories from the post-
allotment era.  By putting these scholarly interventions into conversation with one another I am 
able to articulate a history of athletics at Haskell Institute that encompasses the many nuances 
required of such a multi-faceted and complex narrative.  While many scholars and historians 
have written about athletics at Native boarding schools as secondary to or another component of 
the educational curriculum, I argue that athletics became a central tenant at Haskell Institute that 
influenced school policies and the everyday lives of each student.  For much of the scope of this 
project, athletics often dominated conversations between the Haskell superintendent and other 
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members of the Office of Indian Affairs, and the students themselves created a network of shared 
information amongst their peers and relatives about sports at Haskell.  This information was used 
for a variety of purposes, such as student recruitment, school publicity, and intertribal 
relationship building.  Whatever the intention was behind the talk of athletics at Haskell, its 
significant presence within the school’s early history deserves thorough analysis and 
understanding.  And, importantly, this chapter will explore a history of athletics at Haskell that 
locates the presence of Native female athletes that has previously been overlooked and 
unrepresented within the historiography of both women’s sport histories and histories of athletics 
at Native American boarding schools.  
 Although there are a few noted exceptions, most histories of sports at Native American 
boarding schools predominantly feature histories of football and male athletics.140  I approach 
this history through a different lens that disrupts the privileging of masculinity in sports 
history.141  The overwhelming archival evidence of the football programs at schools such as the 
Carlisle Indian Industrial School and Haskell Institute demonstrated the great significance school 
administrators placed on football, and while historians have focused on what is readily present in 
the archive, I prioritize other texts and illuminate what is not part of the broad narrative.142  
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Men’s football was not the only sport rising in significance and popularity at the turn of the 
twentieth century—by the mid 1890s, women across the United States were playing the new 
sport of basketball in unprecedented numbers.  Haskell superintendent H.B. Peairs wasted no 
time creating a women’s basketball team and by the late 1890s, Haskell’s female students 
participated in both inter-class and inter-school competitions.  Much of this chapter will focus on 
histories of women’s athletic involvement at Haskell and places these histories within the 
broader genealogy of the history of women’s sport in the United States.  In doing so, I present 
the history of women’s sport at Haskell as separate and distinct from the trajectory of men’s 
sports that are so often privileged within histories of sport at boarding schools.  Furthermore, 
much of the history of early women’s athletics in the United States consists of narratives of white 
women and their athletic encounters.  By focusing specifically on Native women athletes at 
Haskell, I am simultaneously disrupting the privileging of masculinity within histories of sport 
while holding accountable the relationship between femininity and empire in the production of 
women’s athletic culture.  This chapter will also discuss instances in which Native women did 
not participate themselves in athletics but still contributed to the athletic culture at Haskell 
through their emotional and physical labor.  These forms of labor have continuously gone 
unnoticed within these histories, yet I argue they were crucial in Haskell’s efforts to build and 
sustain athletic notoriety in the sporting world.  Understanding the relationship between gender 
and sport in this manner creates new possibilities for analysis that transcends the athletic arena 
and illuminates assertions of Indigenous sovereignty and decolonial possibilities. 
The Emergence of Haskell’s Athletic Culture 
  
In the immediate years following the opening of Haskell in 1884, the school was in 
tumult.  Over a fourteen-year period, Haskell had seven different superintendents, which caused 
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both instability at the school and inconsistency in how the school was managed and governed.143  
It was not until 1897, just one year prior to when H.B. Peairs was promoted to superintendent, 
that athletics appeared within the records of the school.  These early references, all published in 
the school’s newspaper, the Indian Leader, originally revolved around baseball following similar 
trends at other educational institutions in the period.144  In the Leader’s very first issue in 1897 
the author mentions that boys [male Native students] were working to level parts of the school 
grounds “in hopes for exciting [baseball] games.”145  The mention of Haskell students 
performing physical labor to create a playing surface is a theme that will emerge frequently 
throughout the course of the history of athletics at Haskell.  The school continuously relied on 
the labor of its students to support its athletic programs and administrators argued that the 
manual labor was a good teaching moment for the students while also keeping the financial 
demands of the athletic programs limited.    
 In the April 1897 edition of the Leader, baseball uniforms were nearly completed save 
for the word “Haskell” that would be added to the front of the jerseys.  The author of the article 
then asked, “How many girls will be there at McCook field next Saturday wearing maroon and 
navy blue for Haskell?”146  A similar sentiment was raised in an issue published a little more 
than a year later stating, “The boys have organized a base ball team, and have elected for 
managers, Misses Plake and Armstrong; for captain, James Vandal; for mascots Jerdie Faber and 
Peter Powlas; for coaches, Katy Viex and Mary St. Pierre.  This is evidence that the girls are 
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coming to the front.”147  Although no women’s athletics were formally created at Haskell at this 
time, women were still very much a part of the conversation and athletic culture that formed at 
the school.  The male athletes relied on their female peers for emotional and moral support, and, 
as the June 1898 issue points out, women used their knowledge of the sport to coach the players.  
These are just two of countless examples of how Haskell’s female students participated in the 
creation of a burgeoning athletic ethos without necessarily engaging in the sport itself.   
Along with offering their expertise and support on the sidelines, Haskell’s women 
prepared meals for the school’s athletes and hosted banquets when opponents came through 
Lawrence.  On one occasion in 1900, the Carlisle football team stopped at Haskell on a return 
trip from California and Haskell women in the Domestic Science department hosted the team for 
a special dinner.  Carlisle’s superintendent was impressed with the cooking display and stated 
that good cooking was a “great factor in the civilization of all races, white, red, or black.”148  For 
boarding school administrators, all aspects of the athletic program-from the athletes to the 
women who served their meals-demonstrated the successes of the boarding school movement.  
For the students, though, these were opportunities to reclaim ownership over the entirety of the 
school’s athletic program, marking athletic successes and triumphs as a collective Indigenous 
effort as opposed to one of colonial achievement.  This is not to argue that the use of free student 
labor and the exploitation of both Native athletes and Native women should go unnoticed or 
unidentified.  Instead, these moments of labor should be understood as an example of the harsh 
realities of boarding school life as well as the methods that students creatively employed to 
disrupt the colonial purposes of organized sport.    
 By 1900, Haskell’s female students were finally afforded their own opportunities to 
actively participate in athletics with the creation of the school’s first women’s basketball 
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teams.149  “The girls are enjoying basketball immensely.  Pauline McCoy, Pearl Mayes, Ida 
DeGraffenried and Belle Marmon make up one team,” noted the Leader, “The members of the 
other are Mary St. Pierre, Miss Armstrong, Minnie Riley, Jessie Chapman, and Leona Talbert. 
They play on Tuesdays, Fridays, and Saturdays.”150  The actual naming of the students on the 
team is significant and provided these students with an important recognition and also alerted 
friends and family members at home to their new activity.  The naming of Mary St. Pierre in 
particular allows for a direct connection between the support of men’s athletics and the new 
women’s basketball team, as St. Pierre was named one of the coaches for the baseball team in 
1898.  Although it was unsurprising that Haskell created a women’s basketball team in the wake 
of the sport’s growing popularity, it was more than likely that student excitement over and 
engagement with men’s athletics contributed some to the administration’s decision to create 
avenues for its female students to have their own athletic teams.  To further illuminate the 
enthusiasm the students held for its new basketball teams, the following edition of the Indian 
Leader offered an addendum on the list of students who were named to the basketball teams: 
“Through carelessness of the compositor--or someone--the name of Auta Nevitt was omitted in 
speaking of the basket ball team in last week's issue.  Auta says she would 'rather play than 
eat.’”151  This brief note within the Leader articulates both a love for the game of basketball, as 
Auta would rather “play than eat,” as well as a source of a new identity.  Along with her 
teammates, Auta was no longer just a Haskell student.  She was a basketball player and an 
athlete, and it was important that she be recognized as such by her classmates and the other 
readers of the school paper.   
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The Indian Leader frequently published excerpts of letters that students wrote home to 
their families.  This is indicative of the kind of censorship Haskell students faced from school 
administrators and also speaks to the intentional curation of the content of the Leader by school 
administrators.  Since the paper’s editor-in-chief was the school’s superintendent, it only ever 
published stories and news that was flattering to the school.  Even within this intentionally biased 
publishing style, it is possible to glean moments of student voices to better understand the daily 
lived experiences of Haskell students, particularly in relation to sport.  For example, in a 
published excerpt of a letter a student wrote to her family, she noted, “Basket ball is all we know, 
now. In the girls' building we play in the halls sometimes, with a bucket for a goal.”152  This 
letter signifies the popularity of basketball amongst the school’s women and also highlights how 
students created their own athletic opportunities outside of the formal, organized teams.  One of 
the restrictions of organized athletics was the limited space available on each team.  Creating an 
adhoc-basket with buckets and securing a ball, any student who wished to play the game could 
do so in their dormitory.  This added a moment in these students’ days that broke with the strict 
regimentation and monotony of school work and labor.  And, given the frequent over-crowding 
and sparse appearance of the girls’ dormitory, games of basketball afforded students the chance 
to make the space their own—something that was often prohibited within the school.153   
Although there may have been some reticence from school officials about basketball in the 
women’s building, the reference to it in the Indian Leader signals a general acceptance with the 
practice.  The condoning of such activities from the matrons who supervised the dormitory 
housing and the school superintendent does not detract from the agency of the women who made 
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hallway basketball a reality.  Nor does it minimize the excitement students felt about playing a 
new sport.  These fleeting references to women’s basketball at Haskell underscore the 
prominence of athletics within students’ daily lives and the ways in which sports such as 
basketball became ingrained within the boarding school experience.  
The rise in popularity of women’s basketball on Haskell’s campus had both local and 
national implications.  The sport of basketball originated in 1891 in Springfield, Massachusetts at 
a YMCA by Joe Naismith, who created the sport so that men could play indoors during the 
winter months.154  Not long after Naismith introduced the new sport, Senda Berenson, the 
director of physical culture at nearby Smith College (an all-women’s college), decided to present 
this new sport to her own students.  Soon thereafter, in 1893, the first women’s basketball game 
was played between two groups of Smith College students.  After the first match was played on 
Smith’s campus, Berenson altered the rules slightly to make the game more accommodating for 
women.  She subsequently codified those rules in the first women’s basketball rulebook and 
guidelines that were published nationally towards the end of the 1890s.155  Women’s basketball 
spread rapidly across the United States, igniting both conversations and debates about the role 
and purpose of women’s athletics as well as new access for women into the athletic sphere.  
Women’s basketball was certainly not the first instance of women participating in sport as 
activities such as tennis, golf, croquet, cycling, and swimming were enjoyed by women prior to 
the 1890s.  However, many of those activities were markers of an upper-class status as only elite 
white women had the time and finances to fund those athletic endeavors.156  Basketball, on the 
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other hand, quickly became a part of the curriculum at schools and local organizations such as 
YWCAs which subsidized the cost of the sport and increased its accessibility to different groups 
of women.  Nevertheless, the sport remained a predominantly white women’s opportunity given 
that access to spaces such as higher education remained restrictive throughout the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries.   
 Although Berenson and others argued that sports such as women’s basketball improved 
the overall health and well-being of women, others were not convinced and feared that 
competitive sport threatened the sensibilities of modern womanhood.  There was also the 
question of whether or not women’s athletics should imitate that of men’s athletics both in terms 
of overall organization and competitive spirit.  One area Berenson sought to differentiate in this 
debate was the fundamental purpose of athletics, stating, “since athletics for women are still in 
their infancy, shall women blindly imitate the athletics of men without reference to their different 
organizations and purpose of life; or shall their athletics be such as shall develop those physical 
and moral elements that are particularly necessary for them?”157  By posing these questions, 
Berenson stops on a key issue:  the trajectory of women’s athletics should not mirror that of their 
male counterparts, not because of any physical discrepancies, but rather to avoid the corrupting 
influences of commercial sport.  By the turn of the 20th century, American sporting communities, 
especially colleges, were gripped by conversations of amateurism versus professionalism, with 
amateurism winning over the moral spirit of athletics, but professionalism and the allure of 
financial gain compromising the integrity of many administrators, coaches, and the athletes 
themselves.158  This worried Berenson greatly, and she insisted that women’s athletics should 
serve the entire community, not just a select few that had the ability to generate revenue for the 
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school.  Because of this belief, women at Smith did not compete with other schools until the 
1970s, and the only competitive games were played between class years and various Smith 
dormitories. 
Despite Berenson’s argument for the necessity of women’s athletics and her beliefs on 
competitive sport, pushback continued to surface within the growing community of men’s 
athletic professionals and scientists.  For example, in 1912 Albert Spalding, the founder of 
Spalding sporting goods and sponsor of many men’s athletic tours, commented on the “place” of 
women within athletic competition in his history of baseball: “Neither our wives, our sisters, our 
daughters, our sweethearts may play Base Ball on the field…they may play Basket Ball, and 
achieve laurels; they may play Golf, and receive trophies; but Base Ball is too strenuous for 
womankind, except as she may take part in grandstands, with applause for the brilliant play, with 
waving kerchief to the hero of the three bagger.”159  Spalding painted a vivid depiction of the 
ideal female spectator that emphasized the relationship between femininity and heterosexuality.  
A woman’s place in sport was that of doting wife or girlfriend who softly cheered on her male 
hero.  For Spalding and others, then, women should only participate in sports deemed by men as 
either non-physically taxing, or better yet, not participate at all unless one is to consider waving a 
kerchief a sport.  Dudley Sargent, director of Harvard’s Hemenway Gymnasium, also concerned 
himself with the question of whether or not athletics made women “too masculine.”  He believed 
that athletics for women were acceptable only when the rules were modified to suite the physical 
capacities of women.  Sargent based his opinions on his own observations, but otherwise offered 
no concrete evidence of the ramifications that athletics had on women’s bodies, despite making 
such statements to the contrary: “I have no hesitation in saying that in many of the schools where 
basketball is being played according to the rules for boys many girls are injuring themselves in 
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playing this game.  The numerous reports of these girls breaking down with heart trouble or a 
nervous collapse are mostly too well founded.”160  Through his rhetoric, Sargent perpetuated 
false stereotypes of women’s bodies and their physical limits.  Regardless of his inaccuracies, the 
power of this discourse continued to influence how men theorized the relationship between 
women and sport.   
Psychologist G. Stanley Hall and fitness advocate Helen McKinstry, among others, also 
weighed in on the purpose of women’s sport and offered their thoughts on the relationship 
between athleticism and competition.  Both Stanley Hall and McKinstry believed that women 
should participate in physical activity, but only to attract a husband and thus fulfill the duties of 
motherhood.  According to historian Clifford Putney, “If McKinstry thought athletics essential 
for women, she nonetheless recommended against their engaging in competitive sports.”161  
Others feared that if women partook in competitive sport they may acquire masculine features 
and only attract effeminate men.162  This dialogue put forth by G. Stanley Hall and Helen 
McKinstry illustrated that women who participated in competitive sport threatened conventional 
gender constructions and normative ideologies of sexuality.  These exchanges occurred during 
the same historical period in which gender invert theory dominated conversations of sexuality, so 
it is not surprising that it was feared “masculine” women would attract “effeminate” men.163  
Such discourses marked competitiveness as a masculine endeavor, excluding women from 
athletic competition, but not from physical activity and sport altogether.   
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Much of the conversation around women’s athletics during this particular historical 
moment centered around white women and the production of white womanhood but the 
dominant narrative was influenced by colonial ideologies and practices.  In 1910, William 
Langdon founded The Camp Fire Girls whose mission was to “reacquaint girls with the duties of 
womanhood—marital, maternal, and domestic” through interactions with nature and the 
outdoors.  And, because the Campfire Girls’ uniform involved dressing in “squaw” costumes, the 
existence of this organization adds to this discussion because it evokes the notion of white 
women playing Indian while juxtaposed against this dialogue of physical activity and sport.164  
The Camp Fire Girls serve as an example of a gendered colonial discourse that constructed 
Native women as static, immobile, always primitive, but inherently adept within nature.  
Therefore, the rise of female athletic and outdoor culture during this time period brought a 
greater emphasis on the overall physical health of women and highlighted the complex 
relationship between gender and empire.  Women’s basketball at Haskell Institute troubles the 
trajectory of women’s sport and provides a needed approach to untangling the connection 
between empire, gender, and sport.   
Native women’s athletic history prior to contact and colonization offers one such 
narrative.165  According to Philip Deloria, “The idea of sport was nothing new to Native 
people…Like American sports, Indian contests had rules, traditions, and multiple layers of 
cultural meaning, with performances signifying at once status or rank, individual ability, 
religious observance, or group identity.”166  Shoshone, Crow, Ute, and Sioux women played a 
game called shinny, which is a ball and stick game where each team attempts to hit the ball to a 
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designated post.  The game also involved betting prior to the start of the contest, which aroused 
great concern amongst missionaries and other Office of Indian Affairs employees who viewed 
gambling as a vice.  Importantly, while many Native nations played shinny, the game did have 
slight variations amongst the various nations, signaling a heterogeneity of cultures that the 
boarding schools hoped to erase.167  These variations included equipment differences and a 
number of different field dimensions, but the general object and purpose of the game remained 
the same.  Another game played by Crow women in particular was called kicking the ball, which 
Crow woman, Pretty-Shield explained to her biographer, Frank Linderman, in an interview: “In 
this game we choose sides.  A girl places the ball upon her foot, and kicks it up, keeps doing this 
until she misses, and the ball falls to the ground.  It is then the other side’s turn to kick the ball, 
each girl taking her turn until all have kicked.  The side that keeps the ball from falling the 
longest time, the greatest number of kicks, wins the game; and always the winners touch the 
foreheads of the losers with their hands.”168  While this is by no means an exhaustive analysis of 
games played by Native women, they are important examples of both the presence and 
significance of athletics within Native communities.  Although basketball was new to many of 
Haskell’s female students, the concept of play and competition was not.  As a result, Haskell 
should not be seen as the beginning of a Native women’s athletic culture, but rather as a 
continuation of their own diverse histories of sport. 
 The Indian Leader also contributed to the documentation of Native games and sports by 
publishing articles and excerpts on this topic.  A November 1901 edition of the Leader, an article 
titled “Fun in Alaska” depicted games played by Eskimo children: “The girls own the balls but 
                                               
167 A more thorough description of shinny and other Native games can be found in Games of the North American 
Indian, a report commissioned by the Bureau of American Ethnology, authored by Stewart Culin, published in 1907. 
168 Frank B. Linderman, Pretty-shield: Medicine Woman of the Crows, (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2003), 
61. This text was re-printed in 2003, it originally was published in 1932, and was written by Linderman after 
conducting a series of interviews with Pretty-shield.   
  
89 
the boys and girls play together. The balls are of different sizes, from five to ten inches in 
diameter, made of deerskin with the hair scraped off and stuffed with deer hair. Sometimes a 
dozen or more children play with one ball, each trying to get it or to kick it away from the others. 
Often several little girls play together, each with her ball, throwing it down, kicking it as it 
bounds, catching at it as it comes up, doing this over and over. The girls play ball more than the 
boys.”169  In a letter home to family that was published in the school paper, a student (whose 
identity is unknown) noted that they were “having a good time down here.  We play football and 
shinny.”170  Shinny’s presence on campus, even if only fleeting, represents an unwillingness on 
behalf of the students to abandon their own games in favor of Western sports.  Lastly, in an 
article published in the March 1915 magazine issue of the Leader, former Haskell student 
George Bent wrote about a ball game played by Cheyenne women: “The girls had a ball about 
the size of a volley ball with a canvas cover stuffed with dry grass, with a string attached so as to 
hold it conveniently.  This they kicked and the trick was to see who could keep it on the toe the 
longest without missing…I am writing this short article for a reason and the reason is this: That 
something should be done to revive some of these Indian games.”171  In each of these references, 
Native women are featured prominently within the discussions of Native athletics which upends 
the narrative that basketball was the first example of women’s competitive play.  Instead, this 
situates basketball at Haskell along a much longer continuum of Native women’s competition 
and play.  It also articulates a new perspective on the role of women’s basketball at Haskell as it 
was implemented by school officials to showcase Westernized, modern sports that encouraged 
students to limit their own traditional games.   
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Like men’s football at Native boarding schools, women’s basketball was introduced to 
further assimilationist goals and mirror the new sporting lives of white women.  In this regard, 
the stakes for an athletic culture at Haskell differed from a space like Smith College.  While 
white women used sport to improve their physical health and showcase the abilities of the female 
body to doubting minds, Haskell administrators implemented women’s basketball to demonstrate 
the overall success of the boarding school project.  One of the ways that school officials sought 
to exhibit such colonial triumphs was through inter-school competitive play.  This practice broke 
from Berenson and others who felt that competitive sport was not appropriate for women either 
because it led to the corruption of the sport or proved harmful to feminine sensibilities.  But, if 
Haskell superintendent H.B. Peairs and other school officials were going to show the effects of a 
boarding school education to the greater community then even the women’s basketball team 
needed to travel to and from Lawrence for such a purpose.   
 The first competitive basketball game played by Haskell’s women’s team took place in 
early March in 1901 against the Topeka (Kansas) high school’s women’s team.  The write-up of 
the game, as well as the entire trip to and from Topeka, was featured in the March 15th edition of 
the Indian Leader and was authored by Haskell student and basketball player Mamie Setter.  
Setter documented who went on the trip, what their itinerary was like while they were in Topeka, 
and also provided a brief description of the basketball game itself: “The game was very exciting, 
as it was the first game ever played between girls.  We had an audience of something over a 
hundred.  The first half was 7 to 8 in favor of Topeka.  We played only fifteen minute halves.  In 
the second half they gained, the final score being 15 to 19.”172  Setter attributed Haskell’s loss in 
part to the small gymnasium the game was played in as the Haskell women were used to a larger 
space.  Despite the loss, Setter recounted the positive nature of the trip: “When we reached H.I. 
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we were welcomed by a crowd of girls who escorted us into the dining hall where supper was 
prepared for us.”173  Setter’s summary of the women’s basketball team’s first inter-scholastic 
competitive game away from Haskell’s campus offers a unique glimpse into the significance of 
the event for the students themselves.  Although Peairs may have set up the game to further his 
own political agenda, the students embraced the opportunity and enjoyed a rare moment away 
from school grounds.  Even though the team was unsuccessful on the court, their peers on 
campus rallied behind them and emphatically welcomed their team home.  This created a 
moment of inter-tribal affection and solidarity, particularly along gendered lines, and signifies 
the importance of women’s sport from an Indigenous perspective.  
In the following weeks after the game in Topeka a re-match was organized, only this time 
the girls from Topeka would travel to Haskell for the match.  A write-up of the contest was 
published in the Indian Leader, but it remains unclear who authored the piece.  Of particular 
importance is how the author opened their discussion of the basketball game, which focused not 
on the athletic contest but rather on the pre-game activities and entertainment that was scheduled 
for the Topeka team.  For instance, the author noted, “The Haskell girls met them at the station 
with the band wagon and took them to the University and other points of interest; then brought 
them out to Haskell where they were taken to all the industrial departments, chapel, etc.  The 
guests and their hostesses were entertained at dinner and supper by Mrs. Johnson and some of 
her girls in the Domestic Science rooms.”174  In this regard, Haskell was turned into a spectacle 
for white women to tour and experience, followed by a dinner prepared by Haskell’s female 
students which saved Haskell the cost of paying for the meal while also highlighting their 
students’ cooking abilities.  Borrowing from the work of Mary Louise Pratt, Haskell, and the 
gymnasium in particular, became an imperial “contact zone” in which Native and white women 
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shared a similar experience that imparted different meanings for each party.  For the white 
women from Topeka, visiting Haskell was a unique cultural experience where they could witness 
first-hand the assimilation process and serve as active participants in that process; for Haskell 
students hosting another team for an athletic competition gave their peers a chance to cheer them 
on within their own space and assert their athletic abilities against a white team.   
Both teams performed well during the basketball contest with the score tied 11-11 at the 
end of the game.  An overtime period was played, and Haskell scored the first basket to secure 
the 13-11 victory.  The author of the article in the Leader chose to include write-ups of the game 
that were published in the local Topeka and Kansas City papers so as to appear unbiased, though 
the authors of the other local periodicals did not write with the same thought in mind.  Within the 
article published by The Topeka Capital, the author wrote of the style of play exuded by each 
team, noting, “The game was characterized by some very clever playing on the part of both 
teams, the Topeka girls excelling in team work and the Indian girls playing the best individual 
game.”175  Although it appears that the author is complementing the individual talents of the 
Haskell team, the author actually engages with a common stereotypical trope of the time that 
presumed that Native athletes possessed only raw athletic talent and lacked the ability to play a 
cohesive, intelligent game.  The language invoked subtlety served as justification for why the 
Topeka team lost—in effect asking how could they expect to win against natural born athletes 
despite better teamwork and more intelligent playing?  Another point of interest raised by the 
author of the article centered on the number of fouls called during the match: “The umpires were 
both from Topeka and as a result many more fouls were called on the Indian girls than on the 
Topeka team, else the score would have been different.”176  The Kansas City Journal noted that 
the foul disparity was twelve (called on Haskell) to one (called on Topeka), which is certainly a 
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stark contrast that warrants some explanation.  While the writers for both Kansas newspapers 
claimed the disparity was caused by referees backing their own team, it is plausible that racial 
bias also played a role in the officiating.  The Haskell football team frequently struggled to 
receive fair officiating during their games, so it is unsurprising that the women’s basketball team 
faced similar obstacles.  Such blatant discrimination makes Haskell’s victory even more 
impressive and serves as a necessary reminder that the athletic arena both produced and reflected 
notions of racial bias. 
Intersecting with constructions of race on the basketball court were depictions of gender 
and femininity.  In the Kansas City Journal article, the author noted with some humor that “halts 
were frequent to allow the palefaces to re-arrange their coiffures, and, incidentally, to permit 
both sides to get their wind.”177  The use of “palefaces” was common in sports journalism during 
this time period when predominantly white teams competed against Haskell.  While the author 
used the term to signal which team they were referring to, it ultimately produced a racial 
dichotomy that played on tropes of colonial nostalgia.  The athletic contest took on a new 
meaning and became a competition between Indians and palefaces, a contribution to the larger 
historical narrative of colonial conflict.  While historians such as David Wallace Adams and 
Benjamin Rader have discussed this phenomenon in relation to Indian versus white football 
games, the gendered element to this particular news article adds a different nuance to the broader 
conversation of the colonial entanglements of modern sport.  In this specific reference, the 
women of Topeka remained concerned with their femininity and its outward embodiment, 
forcing stoppages to fix their hair and regain their breath.  Although the author mentions this in a 
trivial manner, perhaps indicating their belief in the frivolousness of women’s sport, their 
emphasis that only the Topeka team requested such stops is telling.  The author implied that the 
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Haskell women were not concerned with their femininity, illuminating a key difference between 
the Indian women and white women.  These furthered normative ideologies of white 
womanhood that the boarding schools were attempting to teach to their female students.  Such a 
reference may have also been seen as a measure to appease those concerned that competitive 
sport was too masculine for women.  Even in the midst of a competitive event, women still 
worked to maintain their feminine sensibilities as taught to them by grooming manuals and social 
conditioning.  Within these athletic encounters, Haskell women navigated both colonial and 
gendered ideologies that worked to delegitimize their athletic success and question their 
embodiment of proper femininity.   
Athletes themselves used their participation in sport to further their own needs and assert 
agency within an otherwise restrictive and oppressive setting.  In the same issue of the Leader 
that documented Haskell’s home game against Topeka, one of the Haskell team members wrote 
a brief note about an opportunity afforded to the women on the team: “The members of the girls’ 
first basket ball team and Miss Hunt were entertained by Mr. and Mrs. Plank last evening after 
study hour.  We had a very nice time and enjoyed the delicious oyster soup and other good things 
that were served for refreshments.”178  Such a meal was uncommon for most Haskell students.  
So too was after-hours entertainment when most students either adhered to the enforced bed time 
or evening school work.  The special treatment afforded to Haskell athletes is indicative of the 
significance the school placed on its growing athletic culture and afforded select students with 
the opportunity to escape from the daily monotony of school labor and poor food.  This is 
perhaps one explanation why women at Haskell were eager to embrace a sport such as 
basketball, especially after witnessing the school’s footballers frequently receiving such 
opportunities for better food and increased leisure time.  But, there also was the continued 
                                               
178 Ibid. 
  
95 
emphasis in pride of the athletes that cannot go overlooked.  Brief notes in the Indian Leader 
reminded students who made up the Preparatory Class that they could claim some of the school’s 
best male and female athletes and that they “ought to be proud to have in their midst good basket 
ball players.”179  The juxtaposition of articles published by local Kansas papers and the write-ups 
written specifically for the Indian Leader articulate both different scales of analysis of one 
sporting event and the multiple meanings that one such event evoked.  For the white journalists 
and spectators, these games represented the emergence of a new womanhood that grappled with 
Victorian ideologies of decorum and a rising sense of independence, particularly along the lines 
of physicality.  For Haskell students, basketball was both a personal endeavor that alleviated 
some of the strains and stresses of boarding school life and also created new inter-tribal and 
inter-personal relationships that defied the Office of Indian Affairs’ efforts to fracture and 
dismantle individual and collective Native subjectivities.  
 In the next several years following the Haskell women’s inaugural season, women’s 
basketball remained an important part of school life.  In December of 1902 the Indian Leader 
wrote of the start of the women’s season: “In addition to the schedule of the regular team there 
will be a strong schedule for the girls.  There have been a number of requests for games from 
outside teams.  Our first game will be with a team in Topeka on the 20th.”180  According to letters 
sent to and from H.B. Peairs the outside teams hoping to schedule games against the Haskell 
women’s basketball team were all relatively local, such as Baldwin High School, located just 
twelve miles south of Lawrence and Washburn University located in Topeka.  Even though these 
schools were not far from Lawrence, school officials still worried about the ability to financially 
support the team.  Reference was made to this in the Indian Leader when it was announced that 
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ticket sales would increase in order to keep up with the growing costs of school athletics.181  In 
early 1903, Haskell’s athletic manager was in correspondence with several other schools hoping 
to set up sporting events for both Haskell’s men’s and women’s teams, but would only do so if 
the other school was willing to guarantee Haskell a certain sum of money before making the trip.  
One such letter was written to the physical director of a school in Decatur, Illinois, where the 
athletic manager argued, “We cannot afford to leave home on any percent basis with any basket 
ball teams.  In order to make our trip secure, we shall have to have definitely guaranteed sums 
for all games.”182  Concerns over financials almost led to the disbanding of the women’s 
basketball team for the 1903-1904 season, which was articulated in a letter to Ada Keaton of 
Baker University.  In the letter, the Haskell manager wrote, “I am just now trying to make up a 
basketball schedule for the season.  Our authorities have just decided to let the girls play, which 
makes me a little late with the schedule.  Our girls speak very highly of their relations with 
Baker, and are very anxious to get a game with you…We will guarantee expenses when you play 
here, and expect same when we play at Baldwin.”183  Although the author of the letter 
emphasized that Haskell administrators recently decided to “let the girls play,” insinuating that 
such a decision and the fate of women’s basketball was only dictated by school officials, the 
letter also indicates that the students themselves actively fought for a team and a series of games.  
If there was no interest in such endeavors, Haskell officials surely would have forgone any 
attempt to schedule games, especially since the school was continually worried with financing 
their athletic teams.  Moreover, the team members also vocalized who the school should set up 
games with, illuminating another aspect where Haskell students took control of their athletic 
program.   
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Because of the behind-the-scenes efforts by Haskell women, a flurry of letters were sent 
from Haskell’s athletics manager to a number of local high schools and colleges in the Lawrence 
area at the end of 1903.  In one letter sent to Lawrence High School, the athletic manager noted 
that although the team had not been officially organized, the girls had taken the initiative to 
begin practicing on their own and would be ready for competitive games shortly.184  It is unclear 
if the women’s team had an official coach, or if the school’s disciplinarian, U.S.G. Plank, 
oversaw instructions and teachings on the sport.  As this letter indicates the students wasted no 
time in organizing themselves to work on their skills and team work.  Although Haskell was 
concerned over financially supporting the women’s basketball team, the school tried to schedule 
several games, some even with teams from Lincoln, Nebraska.  In previous years, the furthest 
Haskell was willing to travel was to Topeka, but welcoming opponents from Nebraska and St. 
Louis, Missouri to the game scheduling signals the continued rise in popularity of women’s 
basketball and the fervent efforts of Haskell women to fight for a competitive schedule of their 
own.  Because St. Louis and Haskell were almost three hundred miles apart, the Haskell athletic 
manager insisted that the Haskell team receive a guaranteed sum of money to justify making 
such a long and expensive trip.  The athletic manager also argued why the team in St. Louis 
should wish to secure such a game, stating, “Our girls play a very fine game, they are both swift 
and accurate, and as a drawing card there is nothing in this part of the country that equals 
them.”185  This language of athletic prowess as appealing to fans was often used by Haskell 
officials to secure athletic contracts, and administrators did not shy away from invoking 
sensationalized terminology when pitching a contractual arrangement.  Although a word such as 
“swift” might seem innocuous and even a common, appropriate, way to describe athletic ability, 
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the meaning changes when used as a descriptor for Native athletic talents and abilities.186  
Moreover, the claim that there was no greater drawing card than the Haskell women’s basketball 
team relied on non-Native fascination and excitement over witnessing Native athletes compete 
against white opponents.  Haskell officials were well aware of the spectacle their teams 
represented, and they sought to capitalize on that in order to secure better athletic contracts for 
the school.   This tactic was typically used when creating the schedule for Haskell’s male athletic 
programs, but officials were evidently willing to use similar logics to ensure that some of the 
more financially risky women’s games generated some revenue for the school. 
While school officials worked to secure games for their women’s basketball team, the 
Indian Leader dutifully published articles about each game.  These articles provide useful 
information such as final scores, who participated in the game, and the general sentiment about 
the game itself.  They also offer a perspective on the athletic contests that does not simply reflect 
the views and intentions of the school administration and at times provides an Indigenous 
reading of the contests.  On numerous occasions, the post-game write-ups included input from 
the players themselves or offered explanations for losses that did not rely on racialized language.  
For example, when the team traveled to Omaha and Lincoln Nebraska in March of 1905, the 
Leader reported that both “games were lost through fouls, as the interpretation of the rules is not 
the same in those cities as here, and the Haskell girls could not change their method of playing 
together.”187  This reference to the interpretation of the rules is significant and provides an 
example of how Haskell women’s basketball challenged the gendered nature of the sport itself.  
When Senda Berenson first taught her students at Smith College the game of basketball she used 
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the identical rules and court dimensions as created by Joe Naismith of the Springfield, 
Massachusetts YMCA.  However, after the conclusion of the first game played by Smith 
students, Berenson was concerned that the game was too rough for women and made some 
adaptations to the rules to better suit her female players.  This included breaking the court up into 
three sections and assigning a certain number of players to each section.  Players were unable to 
leave their designated section, could only dribble three times, and were not allowed to steal the 
ball from opposing players.  The new rules imposed by Berenson slowed the game down 
considerably and made it less likely for players to make contact with one another.  In 1901, the 
rules created by Berenson were published by the Spalding Library and circulated nation-wide.  
But, not all teams adhered to these rules, and the Haskell women’s team was one of them. 
 
Figure 2.  Diagram of a basketball court using Senda Berenson’s rules.  Photo can be found in Spalding’s 
Official Basket Ball Guide for Women, 1916-1917, edited by Senda Bereson, (New York: American Sports 
Publishing Co., 1916). 
 
In a series of letters between the Haskell athletic manager and Louise Pond of the 
University of Nebraska in 1903, a discussion of which rules to abide by arose within the larger 
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conversation of finalizing dates for a contest between Haskell and the University of Nebraska.  
Concern centered around how many players would be allowed on the court, as Berenson’s rules 
dictated that each time consist of six players on the court, whereas Naismith’s rules only required 
five.  According to the Haskell athletic manager in his letter to Louise Pond, “As to rules we 
prefer very much to play the five girl team but if you have been accustomed to playing six 
persons, we can compromise by playing a half of the game each way.  We play what is called 
non-interference boys’ rules game doing away entirely with foul lines as called for in the girls’ 
game.”188  Although it is unclear if Louise Pond accommodated Haskell’s rules request for this 
set of games, the Leader provided valuable information about the 1905 contests where the 
Haskell team struggled with rules they were unfamiliar with.  Not only, then, did Haskell 
women’s basketball break with Berenson and others over the presence of inter-school 
competition, they also ignored, to some extent, the rules that intended to make the game more 
suitable for women.   
Given Haskell’s academic and cultural mission to impose the ideologies of white 
womanhood onto its Native students, the presence of this sporting paradox raises some 
interesting questions.  Why would Haskell officials opt to train their women’s basketball team 
with the rules for the men’s game, especially when so many women’s teams played by the rules 
created by Berenson?  Two possible answers both revolve around Haskell’s limited resources 
and uniqueness as an educational institution.  For most of the school’s history, Haskell only had 
one gymnasium with only enough space for one basketball court.  Moreover, even though the 
Haskell athletic manager assured Louise Pond that the Haskell girls were used to playing on a 
large court, Haskell’s gymnasium was not large enough to accommodate the six-person per team 
rules that many women’s teams followed.189  The other likely explanation for the rules 
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discrepancy involved a lack of knowledge of the women’s rules by the school’s basketball coach.  
While schools such as the University of Nebraska could afford to employ both a men’s and 
women’s coach, Haskell could only afford one, and it was easier for that coach to master one set 
of rules as opposed to two.  This personnel restriction was made evident in a letter to Louise 
Pond as the athletic manager wrote, “Since writing you the eastern trip for the first team of the 
Haskell Indians has been called off and therefore I have ample opportunity and shall faithfully 
give the girls the needed practice for the Nebraska game.”190  This demonstrates, in part, the 
priority that Haskell’s male athletes received and also illuminates one of the disadvantages faced 
by Haskell’s female athletes.  Native women had to share a court, a coach, and the financial 
burden with their male counterparts, and their needs were secondary to those of their male peers.  
However, despite these obstacles, the women’s team continued to enjoy athletic success against 
their competitors.  While the game of basketball became increasingly demarcated by gender and 
the notion that women required rules that prohibited contact and less running, Haskell women 
proved that such ideologies were misguided and unnecessary.  This history also alters the 
narrative of women’s sport as overly regulated and hyper-surveilled.  Even though Haskell 
women athletes were still subject to scrutiny over their style of play and general appearance on 
the court, their embrace of a different set of rules meant for the opposite gender illuminates the 
contested and multifaceted origins of modern women’s sport in the United States.  
Sport as Spectacle at Haskell Institute 
  
Sport at Haskell encompassed more than the game.  Along with information about game 
scores, the rules played, and number of fouls committed, the Indian Leader published accounts 
that documented the entirety of the athletic experience of the Haskell women’s basketball 
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players.  For instance, the Leader reported on a comment made about the Haskell women during 
their trip to Omaha in 1905: “’Why, they speak English and dress like the rest of us,’ was the 
remark by a ‘paleface’ when the Haskell girls’ basket ball team seated themselves in the YWCA 
lunch room at Omaha.”191  The comment did not go unnoticed and the report in the Leader 
continued, “One of the Indian girls heard the remark and smiled in a dignified way as she 
murmured to her companions, ‘Wonder if they thought we still wore blankets.’”192  The remark 
made by the white woman about the appearance and language abilities of the Haskell athletes 
encapsulates Native historian Philip Deloria’s argument surrounding white expectations of 
Native people in the early twentieth century, and articulates the shock and surprise when such 
expectations were undone.  This was likely not the first time that Haskell students heard such 
exclamations, and the response of one of the Haskell students indicated that such a comment was 
not unexpected at all.  Within this brief interaction at the lunch table of the Omaha YWCA was 
the convergence of white understandings of Native subjectivity and primitiveness and the Native 
response to this racially motivated discourse.  For the Omaha white women, the students from 
Haskell emerged in an unexpected place in an unexpected manner but the Haskell athletes 
endured an experience that was predictable and even humorous.  Native students changed the 
narrative from one of the questioning their modernity to challenging the racial assumptions of 
their white peers.  And, while the Haskell administration likely published this anecdote to 
highlight the progress and assimilation of the school’s students, its circulation amongst a diverse 
readership presented an opportunity for multiple interpretations of the lunchroom conversation.   
Aside from the interaction between white and Native women in the YWCA lunchroom, 
the article highlights athletes at functions that occurred either before, or after, the athletic 
contests themselves.  Because Haskell superintendent H.B. Peairs believed strongly in travel as 
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an educational experience for his students, Haskell sports teams rarely traveled to a new city 
without engaging in some form of extracurricular activity.  The students typically had at least 
one meal with their opposing team or local residents of the city they traveled to and often times 
were housed in university dorms or local hotels.193  When opposing sports teams traveled to 
Lawrence for competitions with Haskell, the school almost always provided meals for the team 
and gave tours of the campus.  Much of the labor of entertaining opposing teams fell on the 
school’s female students as those in the domestic arts and sciences prepared meals and banquets 
as part of their educational training.194  These sporting events, then, became much more than just 
an athletic competition.  They involved multiple performances where Haskell students were on 
display or put to work to accommodate their opposing team or the residents of cities they 
traveled to and from.   
In many ways, the travel that Haskell athletes experienced was a privilege as they got to 
see new parts of the country and enjoy better food than what was served at school.  For school 
administrators, this spectacle was an opportunity to showcase the overall progress of their 
student body, literally and figuratively, through both the students’ performance in athletic arena 
and outside of it.  In this sense, sports became a way to create and demonstrate respectability 
politics that proved the viability and necessity for a school such as Haskell Institute.  But for the 
students themselves, these trips offered a sense of freedom from their monotonous school routine 
and generated new cultural experiences and engagements with non-Natives.  When reflecting on 
the Haskell football team’s journey to Chicago, Illinois in the fall of 1903, Dr. Carlos 
Montezuma, a Yavapai-Apache alumnus of the University of Illinois, wrote to H.B. Peairs: 
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“Your team has educated the city of Chicago, which amounts to more than anyone realizes.”195  
This is a new and important interpretation of the educational purpose of Haskell athletics that 
inverts the educator and the educated and places the agency of this education in the hands of the 
Haskell athletes as teachers to white society.  Whether it was the Haskell football team or 
women’s basketball team, the athletes encountered exoticization and racial othering throughout 
their travels.  Nevertheless, they refused to accommodate the racialized expectations held by 
their opponents and members of the public.  Instead, they embraced these opportunities as 
moments to exhibit their talents and abilities, both within and outside of the athletic arena, as 
Native people.   
Although the athletic reports and write-ups within the Indian Leader often served as 
occasions for members of the Native community to remain connected with the school’s athletic 
successes, sometimes negative ramifications occurred for the school’s student athletes.  One 
particular example of this arose in late February of 1905 when Rush Roberts, the father of 
Haskell basketballer Nellie Roberts, wrote to H.B. Peairs requesting that his daughter be 
removed from the basketball team.  Nellie’s name appeared frequently in the Indian Leader as 
she was one of the team’s star players.  In fact, after the team traveled to Lincoln and Omaha in 
March of 1905, the Indian Leader reported that the “physical directors in both Omaha and 
Lincoln said no player had ever guarded their tall, strong center as well as Nellie Roberts, and 
they have played with excellent teams from different places.”196  Although Rush Roberts’ 
original letter to Peairs is absent in the archive, it is possible to deduce his desire and reasoning 
for having Nellie removed from the team through Peairs’ response.  Peairs opened with, “I have 
your letter of the 24th instant, and wish to inform you that there is a mistake about Nellie’s going 
on a trip that will keep her out of school for a week.  The basketball team is planning to make a 
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trip to Omaha and Lincoln, Nebraska, but they will not be out of school except Friday.  I assure 
you.”197  Because Nellie had been on the basketball team for some time with no objections from 
her father, it can be assumed that his main concern was with this particular trip and the fear that 
Nellie would miss too much school for the purpose of playing a sport.  The trip to Lincoln and 
Omaha, Nebraska was one of the longest trips the women’s basketball team had taken in the 
team’s young existence, so it is unsurprising that Roberts did not voice his concern until he 
learned of this particular outing.  After assuring Roberts that Nellie will only miss one day of 
school, Peairs continued, “I assure you that it is not the intention to allow any kind of athletics or 
physical training to interfere with the regular work of the students in school, and I believe the 
results have shown that the Management has not allowed athletics to interfere with the best of 
training in other lines.”198  Despite Peairs’ efforts to make a compelling case against athletics 
interfering with school work, the athletic schedules for Haskell’s sports teams such as football 
and men’s basketball that were frequently broadcasted in the Indian Leader made it nearly 
impossible for Peairs’ logic to withstand scrutiny.  The football team, in particular, traveled 
constantly throughout the first half of the academic year, guaranteeing that the athletes missed 
ample school and work time.  Although the same was not necessarily true for the women’s 
basketball team, Roberts was most likely aware of this travel for athletic purposes and 
understood its potential for interference with academics. 
After guaranteeing Roberts that the basketball trip to Nebraska would not disrupt Nellie’s 
academics, Peairs also discussed what basketball meant to Nellie and its importance within the 
Haskell curriculum: “Of course, if you seriously object to Nellie playing basketball I do not care 
to have her play.  It would be a great disappointment, however, to have her remain at home from 
this trip to Nebraska when she has been looking forward to it for some time.  As it will not 
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interfere with her school work, my judgement is that it will be better to allow her to make the trip 
at least.”  Peairs then continued, “Nellie is very fond of playing basketball and enjoys it more 
than any other kind of physical training.  I believe it has done a great deal of good physically.”199  
Although Peairs advocated for Nellie and attempted to convince her father to let her remain on 
the basketball team, Nellie’s agency in this matter should not be overlooked.  As the school 
superintendent, Peairs oversaw the well-being of hundreds of students yet he was keenly aware 
of Nellie’s passion for and enjoyment of basketball.  How Nellie caught the attention of Peairs is 
unknown, but her vocalization of her desire to remain on the team was heard by Peairs who then 
used his power as superintendent to convince a skeptical parent.  Moreover, Peairs’ insistence on 
the “great deal of good” basketball offered physically for Nellie and others underscored Peairs’ 
belief that athletics served a vital purpose at Haskell Institute.  His point that Nellie enjoyed 
basketball more than other kinds of physical training also created a clear demarcation between 
physical education and athletics.  Although the two were related and served similar purposes in 
regard to training bodies, athletics afforded unique opportunities and privileges that physical 
education and training did not.   
Unfortunately, Rush Roberts was not swayed by Peairs arguments and still insisted that 
Nellie be removed from the basketball team.  In a letter to Roberts on March 17, 1905 Peairs 
wrote, “Complying with your request, Nellie will not be allowed to be a member of the basket-
ball team any longer.”200  Although this conclusion was not what Nellie hoped for, her name still 
appeared in line-ups for the games in Omaha and Lincoln, Nebraska.  Therefore, Peairs either 
ignored Roberts’ second request to remove Nellie from the team until after they returned from 
Nebraska, or the letter simply did not arrive before the team departed.  There are no records of 
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Nellie as a member of the basketball team after March 24, 1905 so Roberts’ wishes were 
ultimately granted.  Nevertheless, in a rare moment of student-school official solidarity, Nellie 
and Peairs worked together to circumvent a parental request for the sake of athletic activity and 
participation.  For Peairs, it was in his best interest to have Nellie, a star player, compete against 
some of the toughest teams Haskell had faced yet in the team’s history.  Peairs equated athletic 
victories with the success of the boarding school mission, so having the best players available 
was of great importance.  But for Nellie, taking the trip to Nebraska afforded her the opportunity 
to get away from school grounds and participate in an activity of her own choosing.  The 
multiplicity of meanings that sports evoked demonstrates the importance of putting these 
interactions and engagements in conversation with one another, rather than viewing them as 
continually oppositional.  It also highlights the necessity to parse out moments of Indigenous 
agency that exist within the colonial archive in order to tell a more complete narrative of athletics 
at Haskell Institute.           
The Changing Landscape of Women’s Basketball 
 
This analytical approach to gender and athletics at Haskell becomes particularly 
important as few archival records discuss the existence of women’s basketball at Haskell beyond 
1905.  The Haskell athletic manager no longer reached out to schedule games with other schools, 
and in February 1906 the Indian Leader only mentions one inter-school women’s basketball 
match between Haskell and a team from Topeka, Kansas.  According to the Leader, the Haskell 
team was unsuccessful in securing a victory and noted that the team struggled due to a lack of 
practice.201  A close reading of the Indian Leader reveals that there was still an active basketball 
presence among the school’s female students, even if the team did not travel to compete against 
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other schools.  In the January 19, 1906 issue of the Leader, the author of an article on women’s 
basketball wrote, “Everyone at Haskell will be glad to know that the girls are again playing 
basketball.  There is no more popular game in the school and in the past there have been some 
very good girls’ teams.  At present there are four teams practicing each evening from six to seven 
fifteen o’clock.”202  Although no reason was given for why women’s basketball at Haskell 
became more focused on intramural competition as opposed to inter-school competition, it likely 
revolved around an unwillingness to incur the financial responsibility of sending a team to and 
from various cities.  Readers were assured that a focus on bodily training remained strong at 
Haskell in the June 1906 commencement issue of the Indian Leader: “This is an age of devotion 
to physical culture and athletic sports, and at Haskell Institute it is the theory that a strong mind 
is much better housed in a strong body than a weak one.  This theory is carried out be 
encouraging out-door sports.  Baseball, football, and basket ball are played with much 
enthusiasm each in its season.”203 Even as inter-school competition dissipated for Haskell’s 
women athletes, the school remained committed to fostering an athletic culture for the purpose of 
strengthening both its students’ minds and bodies.  
From 1906 until 1918, references to women’s basketball at Haskell appear sparingly, and 
when they do, they only emerge within brief references and anecdotes within the Indian Leader.  
One possible explanation for the sudden de-emphasis of women’s sport at Haskell appears in a 
letter from H.B. Peairs to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, Francis E. Leupp, in 1908.  The 
letter written by Peairs came at the request of Leupp who asked all boarding school 
superintendents to report on the nature of games and sports played at each school.  In his 
response to Leupp, Peairs wrote, “The girls play very few games.  It seems extremely difficult to 
get the girls to enter in games of any kind.  The most of their out-door exercise consist of 
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walking, running, and romping over the campus.  Occasionally, they play basket ball and pitch 
quoits.”  Peairs then continued, noting that “we have tried to get them to play tennis and croquet 
and have succeeded to some extent but they seem to tire of these games very soon.  The little 
girls have swings and seem to enjoy them.”204  The point Peairs made about a lack of interest in 
games and sports from the school’s female students was a stark departure from the excitement 
Haskell students had for women’s basketball.  Rather than surmise that the school was failing at 
generating interest or desire in games, Peairs placed the blame on the students.  He argued that 
apathy and an inability to hold one’s attention were the cause of a decline in women’s athletic 
pursuits.  However, given the evidence provided throughout this chapter, it seems unlikely that in 
just two years, from 1906 to 1908, Haskell’s female students became suddenly disinterested in 
basketball and other activities.  It is more likely that the shift from inter-school competition to 
intramural basketball decreased the popularity of the sport on Haskell’s campus.  Moreover, as 
Haskell continued to struggle with maintaining a balanced budget, athletic opportunities for 
women were curtailed, resulting in a waning interest due to limited occasions for play.  While 
many of Haskell’s female students were likely aware of the sport of basketball before arriving at 
school, other sports, such as tennis or croquet, might have been unfamiliar to students and 
therefore unappealing.  Nevertheless, despite Peairs’ insistence that Haskell women thwarted the 
school’s efforts to arouse interest in games and sports, little evidence exists to support his claim.  
Instead, it is more plausible to assume that school officials initiated the de-emphasis of women’s 
sports at Haskell that created these moments of limited ability and interest in athletics. 
 Within this same letter, Peairs offered another interesting observation on how Haskell 
students behaved when engaged in a game or sport.  He wrote, “One thing noticeable among 
Indian boys and girls in all athletic sports is the absence of noise that is so characteristic among 
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white boys and girls.  They are very quiet at their games.  They are also very kind to each other 
and it is very seldom that there is any quarreling resulting in disputes in athletic games.”  Peairs 
then related this tacit quality to leadership abilities, stating, “They do not take the initiative in 
athletics as other children do but need leaders.  Many of the boys and girls themselves become 
excellent leaders after they have had some training.  A great many of the boys have wonderful 
athletic ability when it is developed.”205  Although Peairs was always a proponent for athletics at 
Haskell Institute, he espoused many of the stereotypical and racialized ideologies about Native 
people that were common in the early twentieth century as demonstrated in this letter to Francis 
Leupp.  Peairs’ comment on the lack of noise during games tied into broader conversations and 
assumptions about the stoic and silent Native.  In the Office of Indian Affairs publication on the 
Social Heritage of the Indian Girl, an entire section of the document was dedicated to 
understanding why Native women were so silent: “The Indian people are not loquacious,” and 
that such a tacit demeanor was an inherent characteristic found within Native communities.206  
Peairs echoed this sentiment in his own observations of Native participation in games and sports 
at Haskell, reinforcing the perception of Native stoicism and nobility within the white, colonial 
imaginary. 
Even Peairs’ reference to kindness and cooperation among the students during 
competitive play resonated with an “othering” discourse about Native people and how they 
participated in athletics.  At the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair and Anthropology Days, white 
anthropologists and sports enthusiasts were continually frustrated by the apparent refusal to obey 
the rules and competitive nature of sports by Indigenous athletes.  For example, during the 100-
yard dash, many of the athletes did not understand (or actively chose not to understand) that they 
were supposed to start running at the firing of the pistol.  To the extreme bewilderment of the 
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men who set up the race, the athletes would not cross the finish line but instead would wait for 
their peers and cross the line together.  Apparently, “cooperation was more important than 
‘victory.’”207  James Sullivan, who served as the director of Physical Culture for the World’s 
Fair, believed that “such behavior meant not following his rules, which from his standpoint was 
not permissible and a sign of mental weakness not to be encouraged.”208  Although cooperation 
and an absence of quarreling are often seen as commendable qualities, for Peairs and others it 
signaled weakness and an inability to grasp the true spirit of modern sport.  In this regard, sports 
at boarding schools like Haskell were implemented to both introduce students to Western sport 
and eradicate an Indigenous understanding of athletic engagement which encouraged 
collectivity.  Peairs concluded his letter to Leupp by articulating that his students possessed the 
natural talent to be strong athletes but required further training and development to reach their 
full potential.  In other words, Haskell students needed to abandon their own cultural 
perspectives on athletic participation and embody Western characteristics such as a more overt 
competitive spirit and desire to become a leader on the team.  These reflections put forward by 
Peairs demonstrate how sports simultaneously influenced broader conversations about race and 
empire while working to reform and assimilate Native bodies into white, mainstream culture and 
citizenship.   
Not long after penning this letter to Francis Leupp, Peairs left his post as Haskell 
superintendent, though he remained in the Indian Service, serving as superintendent of all Indian 
schools.  His successors, H.H. Fiske and J.R. Wise, understood the importance of athletics but 
significantly curtailed its role at Haskell Institute, particularly inter-school competitive sports.  
Unlike Peairs, Fiske was wary of scheduling football games with large universities for the sole 
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purpose of generating revenue because these games were “out of the proper class for school boys 
to contend with” and that it “tended to breed a spirit of professionalism,” which Fiske thought 
undermined the purpose of sport at an institution like Haskell.209  Fiske was much more 
interested in developing physical education curriculums that benefitted all students, and Fiske 
even argued to Commissioner of Indian Affairs Robert Valentine that athletics “are only 
beneficial so far as they develop body and mind, and certainly should not be encouraged beyond 
this point in Indian Schools.”210  Fiske’s tenure at Haskell was brief and he resigned in 1911.  
When J.R. Wise assumed the role of superintendent at Haskell he had no intentions of returning 
to Peairs’ model of supporting an ambitious athletics agenda.  Wise also argued that focusing on 
the athletic development of a select group of students was detrimental to the entire student body, 
and he did not believe athletics were a worthwhile economic endeavor.211  Despite this de-
emphasis on competitive athletics at Haskell, some of the men’s programs, such as football and 
basketball, continued, though on a much smaller scale.  However, almost all references to 
women’s athletics dissipated, starting even before Peairs left Haskell in 1906.  Given that H.H. 
Fiske and J.R. Wise were not fond of organized athletics and did not care to fund the programs, it 
was likely that women’s sports were eliminated along those lines.       
Despite the fact that from 1906 until 1918 almost no archival documents such as letters or 
reports mention women’s sports at Haskell, the Indian Leader does offer some indication that 
Haskell women continued to create their own athletic culture and participate in sports.  In a 
December 1914 issue of the Leader the author of an article wrote that “while the boys are 
playing basketball the girls have been organized in eight different teams and are enjoying the 
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group games in the rear of the girls’ building after school…A large score card shows how the 
different teams are standing at the end of each day.  Some of the games that are being played are 
arch ball, basketball, relay games, backward and forward relay, double relay, walk and run relay, 
hopping relay and volley ball.”212  According to the December 1914 magazine issue of the Indian 
Leader, the games were mostly played outside, but once the cold weather set in the games were 
at first postponed.  However, the author of the article goes on to state that “the girls are showing 
much interest in the games and several of them have requested that we resume them in the 
gym…this will enable every girl to spend at least one period a week in the gym.”213  This article 
illuminates Haskell women’s agency in assuring that they would have continued access to 
athletic participation even after playing outdoors was no longer an option.  The push for more 
women’s sports by Haskell students did not stop there.  In January 1915, a number of Haskell 
women lobbied for the creation of their own inter-class basketball tournament and the school 
obliged, ordering new shoes for the athletes and setting aside time on Thursday evenings and 
Saturday afternoons for the women to compete.214  In a class note, a Haskell sixth grader wrote 
that the “girls are going to play basket ball and the team that wins the most games will get the 
trophy that was promised to us and we will try to win it.”215  The interest and excitement over 
women’s sports that Peairs claimed had disappeared in 1908 returned publicly.  Even though 
basketball for women only operated at an intramural level, students embraced the opportunity in 
the same manner as their predecessors. 
In a review of the 1914-1915 basketball season, A.M. Venne, Haskell’s disciplinarian and 
physical director offered his insights into what he described as the most successful basketball 
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season Haskell had in three years.  He based this claim partly on an increase in participation, 
stating, “Instead of only a dozen boys getting the benefit of this sport there were about 260 boys 
and 125 girls who enjoyed the use of the gymnasium.”  Venne then continued, offering his own 
philosophical approach to the purpose of athletics, “Too often, in our schools and colleges, the 
principal aim of those in charge of the sports is to ‘put out a winning team’ and the real purpose, 
which in every case should be ‘physical exercise and play for the entire student body’ is lost 
sight of.”216  Venne’s ideology about athletics mirrored that of Superintendent Wise, and offers 
another example of why inter-scholastic competition declined at Haskell throughout the 1910s.     
 In order to fund the inter-class basketball series and provide the necessary equipment, 
Venne mentioned that small admissions fees were charged for each game: five cents to attend 
boys’ games and ten cents for girls’ games.217  It is unclear why a higher price was charged for 
the girls’ games but it is likely because the girls played significantly fewer games than the boys.  
So, if a student went to every girls’ game they paid a total of sixty cents, whereas the total cost to 
attend every boys’ game was one dollar and twenty five cents.  Nevertheless, Venne argued that 
“by this system the basket-ball season was made to pay for itself and boys and girls who wished 
to see an interesting game could do so for almost nothing.”218  Even though Venne stated that the 
admissions fee were inconsequential, it is noteworthy that the school charged its own students to 
support its physical education and athletics programs.  Countless Haskell officials discussed the 
significance of such programs and their needed purpose to help build strong bodies and combat 
disease, and yet the existence of these programs relied on both student funds and student labor.  
Venne concluded his review of the basketball season by noting that the eighth-grade girls won 
the inter-class tournament by defeating the fifth-grade girls by a score of sixteen to seven.  He 
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then stated that a banner, featuring a picture of the winning team, was made by the Domestic Art 
Department and hung in the eighth-grade classroom.219  The funding of equipment, participation 
on and off the court as both players and spectators, and the creation of the championship prize all 
directly involved, and in fact required, student engagement and contributions.  The history of the 
1914-1915 basketball season represents two competing trends that existed throughout much of 
Haskell’s athletic endeavors: the exploitation of and reliance on student labor, and the agency of 
the student body to support and create its own athletic ethos.  This offers an important example 
of how sport operated outside the binary of oppression and resistance, and instead illuminates the 
conjunction of exploitative practices and student agency and engagement.   
 References to intramural women’s basketball continued within the Indian Leader in the 
years following the 1914-1915 season.  In 1918, when H.B. Peairs returned to his old post as 
Haskell superintendent, the school once again organized a competitive women’s team that 
competed against other local schools and YWCAs.  The first reference to the re-emergence of the 
women’s basketball team appears in late November 1918 when Peairs responded to a letter from 
Thelma Wells of the Kansas State Normal School.  Wells had inquired whether or not Haskell 
would have a women’s basketball team and, if so, if they were open to scheduling home and 
away games for their respective teams.  Peairs replied in the affirmative and initiated the process 
of creating a schedule for a competitive women’s basketball team for the first time in over ten 
years.220  Shortly after writing to Wells, Peairs reached out to a number of other local schools 
and colleges near Haskell to set up women’s basketball games starting in January of 1919.  
Similar to Haskell’s early history of women’s basketball, issues arose around the rules that 
Haskell women played and many of the schools Peairs tried to schedule games with insisted that 
Haskell play the three-court system.  Moreover, some teams wanted to allow only one player the 
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ability to shoot the ball, but Peairs strongly objected to this.  In a letter to William Neumann of 
Rosedale High School, Peairs wrote, “I spoke to Miss Markham about having the center and side 
center shoot.  She wanted only the jumping center to shoot, but I would like to have you tell her 
that we will either play both centers shooting or not at all.”221  Peairs also argued with Thelma 
Wells about the court divisions and insisted that only a small number of teams still played the 
three-court system and that it is “not going forward with the girls game.”222  Although these 
quarrels over rules may seem inconsequential, they indicate the contested nature of a sport such 
as women’s basketball.  Importantly, it also elucidates the role that Haskell Institute played in 
shaping the game’s trajectory.   
 Despite disagreements over which rules to follow, Peairs was successful in scheduling 
games for the women’s basketball team and continued to do so for the next several years.  It was 
not until 1921 that the team stumbled across another unique obstacle that specifically impacted 
the women athletes at Haskell Institute.  In March of 1921, H.B. Peairs wanted to enter the 
women’s basketball team in the Kansas State High School girls’ basketball tournament.  
However, their entry was denied because the tournament’s governing body did not recognize 
Haskell as an eligible, accredited high school.  Peairs strongly objected to this rationale and 
wrote a lengthy response to Will French, the superintendent of all Kansas high schools.  In his 
letter, Peairs did acknowledge that Haskell was not an accredited high school, but he argued that 
“this is not, however, because the courses offered are not equal in scope to those being offered 
by high schools, but the fact that Haskell is a federal institution and enrolls students throughout 
the entire country, from 22 different states at present, puts the institution in a special class.”223  
After noting that disqualification on the basis of high school accreditation was unjust, Peairs then 
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discussed why competing in the tournament was so important for his students: “Personally, I feel 
that the contact through athletics is worth as much as any other point of contact, because it means 
competition, which all young people, and especially Indian young people, need.  We like to place 
the Indian young people in competition with white boys and girls and make them feel that they 
must win on their merits if they win at all.”224  Peairs then continued, “Unless the high schools 
give the Indian young people of Haskell Institute, especially the girls, an opportunity for 
competition in athletics they will be shut out of competitive athletics entirely.”225  It is unclear 
why Peairs felt that access to competitive sports was especially important for his female students.  
Nevertheless, he argued that athletic competition was an important part of the assimilating 
process for his students.  In fact, he concluded his letter stating, “I believe that Kansas should do 
its share toward the education, training and preparation of the Indian young people for 
intelligent, aggressive and progressive citizenship.”226 
Unfortunately, Will French was not swayed by any of Peairs’ arguments and the request 
for Haskell’s entry in the Kansas State girls’ basketball tournament was denied.  In his response 
to Peairs, French stated that the tournament entry rules were not meant to be discriminatory in 
any way and that the Kansas State Athletic Association was created to “clean up the athletic 
situation in the state” as allusion to both the disorder and rampant vice within athletics.227  Even 
by the early 1920s, formal governing bodies to oversee athletic eligibility and competition were 
not always present or particularly effective, so it is likely that the state of Kansas was trying to 
amend this situation.  Moreover, French offered another point that may have also contributed to 
the denial of Haskell’s entry in the tournament: “I do have some doubts as to the advisability of 
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girls teams competing in tournaments and I am expecting that the constitution will be so 
amended next January as to eliminate girls tournaments.”228  French does not elaborate on why 
he has doubts about girls competing in basketball tournaments, but Peairs’ many points about the 
benefits of competitive sport, especially for Native girls, fell on deaf ears.   
This exchange between French and Peairs including the refusal to allow entry to the 
Haskell women’s basketball team articulates the contestation over women’s sporting culture in 
the early twentieth century and makes apparent the many stakeholders involved in the creation 
and perpetuation of this sporting culture.  In this particular case, two male educators who 
oversaw vastly different institutions debated what women could and could not do athletically 
with no input from either female athletes or female administrators.  Moreover, Peairs’ 
commentary showed the significance of race within this conversation because he did not just 
believe that competition was important for all women, he believed it was especially important for 
Native women.   He hoped that competitive sport against white women would aid in the 
assimilation process.  While the actual athletes themselves get lost in the debate over access and 
competition, the work of Haskell’s female students that continually pushed for the existence of a 
basketball team remains present.  Without the continued persistence and desire to compete from 
Haskell’s female students, the conversation between Peairs and French likely would not have 
taken place, illuminating the agency of the students in creating an athletic culture that centered 
around their athletic interests.  Even as Peairs believed that sport and competition was useful for 
assimilatory purposes and that it prepared Native students for citizenship, his advocacy was 
predicated upon the work of the students who used Peairs as a tool to achieve acceptance in a 
predominantly white sporting arena.  This history offers a new interpretation of women’s 
basketball that moves beyond the narrative that white men and women controlled the stakes of 
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the game.  Instead, it shows the complexity and importance of race and gender within the 
contested trajectory of the sport and how Native women were central to seemingly white-
dominated discourses.  
Aside from the denial of entrance into the Kansas State High School girls’ basketball 
tournament, Haskell women’s basketball faced other struggles during the years of 1918-1925.  
Most of the hurdles the team encountered involved finances as the school spared no extra funds 
to support the team.  In a letter to the Athletic Director of Eudora High School, Haskell’s new 
women’s athletic director, Jessie Martindale, wrote, “we have no athletic fund for girls so we 
have to depend on what is taken in at games to pay expenses and guarantees; for this reason we 
would not be able to pay a large guarantee.”229  Because Haskell could not offer any financial 
guarantees for opposing teams, scheduling games was a challenge as schools were wary of 
taking a financial risk to travel to Haskell for a basketball contest.  Despite this challenge, 
Martindale was relatively successful at creating a competitive schedule for the women’s 
basketball team, and she worked hard to foster an athletic culture for all Haskell female students.  
For example, according to the Indian Leader, Martindale organized a women’s athletic 
association that students could qualify for membership.  Accordingly, “to become members the 
girl must have 20 points, earned by hikes or indoor games.”230  At the time this article was 
published, forty-nine women had qualified for the association and a number were close to 
qualification.  Even for those who did not play on the basketball team, then, opportunities existed 
for participation in a number of games and sports that countless Haskell women took advantage 
of. 
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Unfortunately, as with other positions at Haskell Institute, the turnover rate for the 
women’s athletic director was high.  By 1924 Jessie Martindale had left her post and was 
replaced by Dorothy Higgins.231  According to the Leader, “Miss Dorothy Higgins, a graduate of 
Kansas University, has been temporarily appointed girls’ athletic director.  Miss Higgins majored 
in physical education, and it is hoped that her appointment will be permanent.”232  While it is 
unclear if her appointment was made permanent, the article in the Leader hints at the 
precariousness of the position and the unwillingness of the school administration to fully support 
a women’s athletic department.  Despite these obstacles, Haskell’s female students and the 
women who served as either physical education teachers or athletic directors worked with the 
resources they had to cultivate an inclusive athletic culture at the school.  By 1925, though, 
references to women’s sports of any kind at Haskell again become scarce, both within archival 
documents and the Indian Leader.  This does not necessarily mean that women at Haskell 
stopped participating in sports, but it became less of a priority for school officials by the mid 
1920s.  One of the most plausible explanations for the precarity and associated decline in 
women’s sports at Haskell during this time period was the dramatic increase in attention and 
focus placed on the Haskell football team, whose strong showings in the early 1920s generated a 
great deal of excitement for students and school officials.  This elevated interest in men’s 
football culminated in a multi-year fundraising drive to finance the construction of a football 
stadium on Haskell’s grounds, which came to fruition in 1926.   
The Prominence of Men’s Athletics at Haskell 
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While the 1920s at Haskell was exceptional in regard to both the national success of the 
school football team and the fundraising efforts to build a stadium, the prioritization of men’s 
athletics over women’s athletics was not new.  For much of the scope of this dissertation, men’s 
athletics, particularly football, dominated the athletic culture and narrative at Haskell Institute.  
As early as 1901, Haskell funded lengthy trips for the football team and paid for the team to have 
their own cook while at school.  Players were served better quality food such as steaks and fresh 
produce, though no records of these purchase orders exist within the archive.233  Although some 
women athletes in the early 1900s were treated to special dinners after basketball games or 
enjoyed the food at the end of the year athletic banquet, they were never afforded the 
opportunities such as their own training table with higher quality food.  Moreover, aside from the 
1905 trip to Nebraska, the women’s basketball team rarely traveled further than one hundred 
miles for a game, but, the men’s football team in 1905 traveled over 2,000 miles total for their 
various games against other colleges and universities.234  Haskell officials continually took 
financial risks to support the men’s football team and often ran a deficit despite the insistence 
that scheduling long-distance trips against prominent schools would generate revenue for the 
school.  In other words, while the women’s basketball team was often forced to cease inter-
school competition due to a lack of funds, Haskell officials continually provided financial 
support for football with little guarantee that they would receive a return on their investment.  
Another pervasive practice conducted by Haskell officials that demarcated men’s and 
women’s athletics was the recruitment of students for the sole purpose of participating in sports 
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at Haskell.  For example, in September of 1903, Peairs wrote a letter to a Chippewa man named 
Scott Porter and stated, “Your name has been suggested to me as a young man who would 
probably like to enroll at this school and have the privilege of playing Football with the Haskell 
Indians.  If you care to come let me know by wire and I will place transportation at whatever 
point you want it.”235  Similar letters were sent to a number of other Native men all with the 
same purpose of convincing them to come to Haskell to play on the football team.  In some 
cases, Peairs even assured the men that if they did not wish to stay at Haskell after the end of the 
football season they could return home at any point.236  In many of these letters to potential 
recruits, Peairs promised to pay for their transportation to and from Haskell which went against 
school policy.  Non-athletes were continually denied the ability to return home for vacations or 
other extenuating circumstances due to the limited transportation budget, and yet Peairs 
somehow managed to pay for train tickets for men who often never formally enrolled as students.  
This practice continued throughout Peairs’ first tenure as Haskell superintendent, and when he 
returned to the school in 1918 he hired a full-time athletic director, Frank McDonald, who 
handled most of the school’s athletic recruiting.   
At times, there was some disagreement with how Peairs favored the school’s male 
athletes.  Both H.H. Fiske and J.R. Wise, the superintendents who immediately followed Peairs’ 
first departure in 1908, expressed dismay over the handling of finances for men’s sports, and 
Fiske in particular requested that school superintendents no longer handle the school’s athletic 
funds.237  On another occasion in 1924, Haskell football coach Dick Hanley, under the 
authorization of Peairs, allowed his athletes to go home for the Christmas holiday.  Haskell 
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assistant superintendent Sharon Mote was uncomfortable with this decision and expressed this to 
Peairs in a letter, stating, “It was my understanding that you wanted me to enforce strictly the 
rule that no Christmas leaves will be granted.  It makes it very difficult to administer this rule if 
any leaves are granted.  Such leaves also to the football team would tend to enhance the 
somewhat prevalent feeling that the athletes are privileged characters.”238  Although not much 
direct evidence exists of student resentment towards the school’s athletes, it is plausible to 
imagine that there was an understanding or acknowledgement of the elevated status and 
treatment that the athletes received.  Moreover, these recruitment practices, the allowance of 
home visits, extended travel away from school, and better food were almost exclusively afforded 
to Haskell’s male athletes.  While Peairs and others hoped for the success of the women’s 
basketball team, no recruitment plans were created to entice Native women to attend Haskell for 
the purpose of playing basketball, nor did Peairs surreptitiously fund special food or long trips 
for the team.  By the 1920s, Haskell’s success on the football field became so prolific that H.B. 
Peairs decided to pursue the construction of a large football stadium on Haskell’s campus.  This 
ambitious project required years of planning, fundraising, and a series of coordinated efforts 
between Haskell officials, the Office of Indian Affairs, Haskell students, and countless Native 
people across the United States.   
The following two chapters focus specifically on the Haskell stadium and offers insight 
and analysis on how the project was funded and subsequently celebrated upon its completion in 
1926.  The stadium project represents Haskell’s investment in, and privileging of its men’s 
athletics programs and that notion will be explored in more detail in the remaining chapters.  
However, as the emphasis shifts from women’s athletics and physical culture to the propagation 
of Haskell football in the 1920s, the role of Native women in this history does not disappear but 
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emerges in a familiar manner.  Haskell women cultivated the school’s athletic body through their 
direct support of men’s athletics and performed necessary physical and emotional labor that 
ensured the success of the Haskell football team and the stadium project.  As one article in the 
Indian Leader noted, “A number of girls who went to the grid-graph Thursday came out with 
sore throats and headaches.  The football boys can’t say the girls’ didn’t do their part.”239  
Through their fandom, preparation of meals, laundering of uniforms, and monetary donations to 
the football stadium, Native women subtlety upheld Haskell athletics in a manner that has gone 
previously ignored.  With my emphasis on the moments where Native women actively or 
implicitly contributed to Haskell’s athletic culture, I expand the definition of the athletic body to 
include the literal bodies that labored on and off the athletic field as well as the figurative “body” 
of students and non-students that sustained Haskell athletics.  This approach highlights the power 
of masculinity within the history of sport at Haskell Institute while complicating that narrative 
through the incorporation of Native women’s voices and actions.         
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CHAPTER 3: FUNDING THE FUTURE: THE FISCAL ORIGINS 
OF THE HASKELL INSTITUTE FOOTBALL STADIUM 
 
On November 8, 1924, the Haskell Institute football team traveled to Providence, Rhode 
Island, for an unprecedented match-up against the Ivy League school, Brown University.  The 
significance of the game was not lost on the school’s athletic director, Frank McDonald, who 
stated that “this was by far the greatest opportunity ever offered a Haskell football team to bring 
renown to themselves and their school, and the team of 1924 entered the game with full 
realization of the glory that might be theirs.”240  Played before a capacity crowd, the footballers 
for both Haskell and Brown did not disappoint and the teams entered the fourth quarter with 
Brown ahead, 13-10.  In hyperbolic manner, McDonald remembered the tough odds Haskell 
faced to secure the victory, noting that “there have been those who have said that an Indian team 
will never come from behind, when their opponents are ahead of them they will lie down, but 
listen to this: Taking the ball on their own 20-yard line the Haskell team began a march down the 
field that quarter that brought them victory.”241  The team was spurred on by a remarkable 
performance from their star fullback, John Levi, and quarterback John Scott, who, according to 
McDonald, encouraged his team in both English and his Native Muskogee-Creek language.  Still 
down three points, Haskell had the ball on Brown’s goal line with only one chance left to score 
the winning touchdown.  Students back at Haskell’s campus in Lawrence watched anxiously on 
the grid-graph while the fans at Brown’s Andrews Field also awaited Haskell’s final play.  As 
expected, John Levi was handed the ball and he “not only crashed across the goal line, but 
farther past the end zone and into the seats.”242  Haskell’s victory solidified the team’s reputation 
as one of the best in the country and provided further evidence that Haskell could compete, and 
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win, against some of the nation’s strongest collegiate football programs.  Importantly, the legacy 
of the Haskell victory against Brown endured in the months, and even years, following the 
completion of the game.  Superintendent H.B. Peairs realized that if Haskell were to remain a top 
football contender, the school needed a stadium of its own.  Using the memory of the Haskell-
Brown game and other prominent victories from the early 1920s, Frank McDonald orchestrated a 
stadium fundraising campaign that relied on the successes and triumphs of Haskell footballers 
and the collective pride the Native community felt for the Haskell athletes.  
Haskell’s stadium fundraising campaign exclusively targeted donations from Native 
peoples and by the stadium’s opening in 1926, financial contributions from Native peoples 
totaled well over two hundred thousand dollars.  The investment that countless Natives made in 
Haskell’s stadium drive and overall athletic department should not be overlooked, and this 
chapter will illuminate the notion that many Natives enacted a distinct form of agency within this 
history.  However, upon a deeper analysis of the actual stadium drive, it becomes apparent that 
the fundraising process was more complex than the intersection of Native agency and 
governmental desire.  According to multiple audit reports and investigations, funds intended for 
the stadium were mishandled, several Native peoples felt pressured to donate, and in rare yet 
extreme cases, the government intentionally transferred funds to the stadium drive without the 
consent of the individual owner of the account.  This chapter, then, will show a much more in-
depth picture of how Haskell acquired its funds to construct its stadium, and how Haskell 
officials abused their power as government employees to fund a project that only directly 
benefitted a handful of Haskell students.  By uncovering the economic nuances of the stadium 
project, I will argue that Native agency and government intentionality collided over athletics in a 
new and unique manner.  Moreover, I will show how Haskell officials attempted to exert their 
authority over both current and former students as well as other Natives that had no connections 
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to Haskell, and that the solicitation efforts by Haskell officials were intentional and pre-
meditated.  The fundraising drive was a campaign that consumed the school for well over two 
years, involved countless hours of travel on the part of Haskell’s top funding solicitors, Frank 
McDonald and former Haskell football star John Levi, and elicited numerous negotiations with 
the U.S. government, reservation superintendents, and Native people.  This is a history that 
underscores government coercion as well as Native agency, which further unsettles the narrative 
arc that athletics at Haskell falls within the colonial realm of assimilation. 
Football Culture at Haskell Institute  
 
In the fall of 1920, Frank McDonald arrived at Haskell Institute to serve as its new 
athletic director.  McDonald was recruited by Superintendent H.B. Peairs, who hoped that 
McDonald could turn Haskell’s beleaguered athletic programs into a nationwide success.  
According to McDonald, “When ‘Matty’ (Madison Bell) and I arrived at Haskell the total assets 
of the Athletic Department consisted of a past-due note at the Watkins National Bank.  All the 
available equipment was obsolete and student athletic personnel was at a low ebb.”243  The cause 
of Haskell’s recent lack of focus on its athletic department was multi-faceted.  First, World War I 
not only reduced the number of male students in attendance at Haskell, but it also took a toll on 
athletic programs at other colleges and universities nation-wide.244  Second, H.B. Peairs had only 
returned to Haskell as Superintendent just a couple years prior to the recruitment of McDonald 
and football coach Madison Bell, and during his absence, Superintendent J.R. Wise de-
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emphasized the role of athletics at Haskell.  According to one report prepared by a special 
supervisor within the Office of Indian Affairs sent to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs on 
February 24, 1916, “If athletics are to be desired at all, they should be for all the pupils rather 
than for a selected few.”245  Consequently, prior to the 1920s Haskell administrators approached 
athletics that centered more on intramurals and the physical development of the entire student 
body as opposed to only promoting varsity athletic programs.  But, when H.B. Peairs returned at 
the helm of Haskell in the 1918, he made it a priority to restore the focus on intercollegiate 
competition, and particularly, intercollegiate football. 
 Peairs was always a strong promoter of intercollegiate sports at Haskell.  He felt 
convinced that a strong football squad would contribute to Haskell’s overall success as an 
educational institution.  But, without sufficient funds or support from the Office of Indian 
Affairs, piecing together a successful football team was near impossible.  To function, Haskell’s 
athletic department required suitable equipment, funds to purchase train tickets for transportation 
to and from games, as well as funds to pay at least one coach.  Despite Peairs’ best efforts to 
convince the Office of Indian Affairs and the U.S. Congress to allocate resources to sustain 
Haskell athletics, his pleas often fell on deaf ears.246  Not willing to abandon his dreams of 
turning Haskell into the “Carlisle of the West,” Peairs pursued a plan in which the athletic 
department would be self-sufficient.247  In other words, Peairs hoped that his athletic teams 
would generate enough revenue on their own to remain operational, therefore eliminating their 
financial dependence on the federal government.  This scheme for self-sufficiency did not differ 
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all that much from previous efforts to attain athletic self-sufficiency, but at the beginning of the 
1920s, Haskell stood to turn those financial plans into a reality. 
Although football, especially at the collegiate level, took the nation by storm toward the 
end of the nineteenth century, it was during the 1920s that the game solidified itself as a 
mainstay on college campuses.  According to historian Brian Ingrassia, “The game’s appeal grew 
tremendously in the post-World War I ‘Golden Age of Sport,’ when American embraced bodily 
display and used their rising discretionary income and new media technologies to consume 
commodities of athletic celebrity.”248  Other contributing factors to the establishment of 
intercollegiate football was in part due to the revenue that schools generated based on the free 
labor of their football stars, and perhaps more importantly, football trained men in the ways of 
becoming the ideal U.S. citizen.  In the wake of World War I, numerous government officials 
expressed despair and even some disgust at how physically deficient many of their soldiers were.  
With its violent nature and importance on rigid discipline, football, then, was viewed as one 
remedy to the physical crisis of manhood in the United States.  As referenced by sport historian 
Steven Pope, “Manly sports like football made strong fighting men for combat, and upright 
citizens imbued with patriotism, corporate sensibilities, social decency, and endurance for the 
challenges during peacetime."249  The coupling of free labor with a new national interest in the 
game of football inspired higher education institutions to capitalize, literally and figuratively, on 
their investments in football.  Haskell was no exception to this.  It was within this new sporting 
climate that H.B. Peairs hoped to revive Haskell’s struggling athletic department into a thriving, 
financially independent entity of the school.   
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 Since the late nineteenth century, there was always strong interest and support for 
football among the Haskell student body.  In the early 1900s, Haskell boasted one of the best 
football squads in the Midwest, and so by the early 1920s, a strong football culture already 
existed at Haskell.  The desire to field a strong team was present, but Haskell lacked one critical 
element necessary to the overall success of their football program.  While Frank McDonald cited 
the dearth of funds and the failing equipment of the Athletic Department when he arrived at 
Haskell in 1920, the school also did not have a suitable playing surface or spectator stands.  The 
lack of a proper gridiron hampered Haskell’s football team in the early years of varsity athletics. 
If Haskell was going to enjoy any kind of football success, the school needed a new field along 
with safe, sturdy bleachers for spectators.  The logic behind this rationale was relatively 
simple—revenue from football was generated through ticket sales and gate receipts.  Without a 
legitimate playing field, Haskell had a difficult time enticing other colleges and universities to 
travel to Lawrence for games.  And, even if Haskell was able to schedule games to take place on 
Haskell’s campus, their old, wooden bleachers only allowed for a handful of spectators, which 
could not generate enough ticket sales to keep the football program financially afloat.  This left 
Haskell, and H.B. Peairs in particular, with two options.  Haskell could abandon intercollegiate 
football and place its emphasis on physical education and intramurals as had been done in the 
past; or, Haskell could find a way to construct its own football stadium. 
Peairs was unwilling to let go of the idea that a successful football program would lead to 
the overall success of the school.  “Never has there been an administrator more interested in a 
successful athletic program than was Mr. Peairs,” observed McDonald, “He recognized the 
widespread notoriety and publicity the Carlisle School had received because of its great Indian 
athletes.”250  In the fall of 1924, Peairs informed McDonald that Haskell desperately needed its 
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own stadium and that they should create a financial plan to ensure the construction of one.251  
McDonald admitted some surprise at Peairs’ desire for a stadium, not because he felt it was a 
futile investment, but because he was unsure of how Haskell was going to fund such an 
expensive endeavor.  For such an idea to come to fruition, they would need to undertake several 
high stakes investments, such as the purchase of land, the hiring of an architect, contracting a 
construction company, securing building materials, and recruit laborers to build the stadium.  
Peairs’ first move was to petition Congress for funds, which was the standard procedure within 
the boarding school system, however, Peairs’ initial appropriations request for funds to purchase 
land for the stadium was likely perfunctory as athletic expenses were rarely approved at the 
congressional level.  Peairs knew full well his petition for support would more than likely not 
work, but it was clearly a signal of his willingness to work within (or at least attempt to work 
within) the confines of U.S. bureaucracy.252   
 While the request for land was submitted, several other expenses were still left 
uncovered, so Peairs had a different idea on how to fund his stadium project—solicit monetary 
donations specifically from Native peoples.  If such a funding campaign was successful, Peairs 
would not have to rely on the federal government for the funding, and the donations from former 
Haskell students as well as other Natives would serve as evidence of how thankful Native 
communities were for the federal government and Haskell Institute.  In a letter to Commissioner 
Charles H. Burke in 1924, Peairs wrote that “Ex-students who have gone out into the work-a-day 
world and have had opportunities to observe are realizing that health and physical vigor are 
necessary in the race of life.”  Peairs hoped this anecdotal evidence would convince Burke of the 
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significance of Haskell’s physical education curriculum.  It directly linked such observations 
with the desire on behalf of ex-students to donate funds to the school: “they propose to contribute 
to their Alma Mater for the purpose of making it possible for Haskell Institute to improve its 
program of health and physical education.”253  Peairs elaborated further on Haskell’s immediate 
need for proper athletic equipment and spaces by arguing that “in fact the saving of the Indian 
race must depend basically upon an intelligent observance of health laws.  That includes regular 
physical training, recreation and athletics for the Indian youth.”254  There is a great deal of irony 
enmeshed in Peairs’ hyperbolic rhetoric.  For instance, despite his insistence that this stadium 
would benefit all students at Haskell, in reality, its main purpose was to house a successful 
football program which only involved a select number of Haskell students.  Peairs stressed the 
importance of health and physical education, but, according to McDonald, the amount of funds 
Haskell spent on each student per day for food was only twelve cents.255  Even with a sound 
physical education and athletic program, Haskell students still struggled to remain in good health 
because their daily nutrition was so poor.256  Nevertheless, Peairs received the support he desired 
from Commissioner Burke to go forward without funding from Congress.  In 1924, the stadium 
funding campaign amongst various Native communities began.257  
Overall, the response from current and former students at Haskell was positive, and 
countless Natives donated money for the stadium drive.  In fact, the response was so impressive 
that in 1925 H.B. Peairs officially withdrew his congressional appropriation request, telling 
Commissioner Burke, “Because of the prospects for contributions from Indian people, I want to 
                                               
253 H.B. Peairs to Commissioner of Indian Affairs Charles Burke, January 9, 1924, CCF, Box 45, RG 75, NADC. 
254 Ibid. 
255 McDonald, 12. 
256 In her memoir, Lucille Winnie discusses that had her brother not been on the football team, she would have starved 
throughout her entire time at Haskell.  She further elaborates by stating that the Haskell football players had their own 
table in the dining room and were fed better food, like steak, than the rest of the student body.  Her brother would 
often sneak her food so that she would not go hungry. 
257 Commissioner of Indian Affairs Charles Burke to Superintendent H.B. Peairs, January 29, 1924, CCF, Box 45, RG 
75, NADC. 
  
133 
withdraw my recommendation for the appropriation to be used in the purchase of the land, 
because I believe it will be possible to finance the entire project, including the payment for the 
tract of land, the building of the stadium, and the providing of other equipment for the recreation 
field, out of funds which may be donated by Indians.”  Peairs’ confidence in the fund-raising 
process was convincing and Burke presented no obstacles or causes for concern with Peairs’ 
plan.  Peairs concluded his triumphant sentiments by returning to his initial rhetoric of gratitude, 
arguing that such donations “will be a splendid, worth while demonstration on the part of the 
Indians, to express their gratitude for what has been done by Haskell Institute, in the way of 
providing educational facilities for their children.”258   
On the surface, Natives affiliated in some way with Haskell, and even those who had no 
connections to the school, seemed excited about the stadium project, and donated what they 
could to help make the stadium a reality.  Although Haskell officials, as well as the Office of 
Indian Affairs, were explicit in only soliciting funds from Native peoples, many scholars have 
viewed the monetary donations as an act of Indigenous agency.259  While Peairs interpreted the 
donations as a sign of gratitude toward Haskell and the United States government, a number of 
Natives donated to the cause because of their deep pride for Haskell’s football team.  Football, 
and sports in general at Haskell, imparted numerous meanings, and while Haskell officials 
viewed athletic successes as a sign of assimilatory progress, Natives saw these successes as 
separate from white-constructed narratives of civilization.  Instead, athletic prowess symbolized 
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resilience, strength, and, if nothing else, proved that Native peoples could compete with, and 
beat, white opponents.260   
Need for the Stadium  
 
It was in early 1924 when H.B. Peairs conferred with Frank McDonald about the need for 
a stadium on the Haskell grounds.  The timing of this conversation was not random or 
happenstance. The 1923 Haskell football team had one of its most successful seasons, finishing 
with ten wins, two losses and one tie. One of those losses came at the hands of the University of 
Minnesota by a score of 13-12, a score that was much closer than anyone had anticipated. 
Despite the loss, Haskell’s strong showing generated a lot of national buzz about the team and 
ignited excitement within various Native communities.  According to the Indian Leader, Haskell 
played before “a crowd of 18,000 spectators, a thousand of whom were Indians having come 
from reservations far and near to cheer their fellow warriors on to victory.”261  Moreover, aside 
from the large cheering section of Native people at the Minnesota game, Jim Thorpe was on 
Haskell’s sideline providing both football insight and motivation for the team.  After the game, 
the Haskell Alumni Association of Minnesota held a reception for the team at a Minneapolis 
hotel, further solidifying the relationship between ex-Haskell students and Haskell athletics.  
Another critical turning point for Haskell football in the 1923 season was the game 
against the football team comprised of representatives of the United States Marines, which was 
played at Yankee Stadium on November 17.  Although this game had been listed on Haskell’s 
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schedule starting in August 1923, there was no telling if the game would come to fruition or even 
be a financial success until the days leading up to the contest.  McDonald noted that the game 
was a big risk, and one that Peairs was willing to make for the sake of growing Haskell’s 
notoriety.  The main reason why this game was such a gamble was due to the financial 
arrangements drawn up in the contract. Typically, when the Haskell team traveled, they 
negotiated a cash guarantee up front as well as a certain percentage of the gate receipts. But, in 
the case of this game, Haskell would serve as the home team and was therefore obligated to pay 
the Marines a $1,500 cash guarantee. The Marines did not require a percentage of the gate 
receipts, but Yankee Stadium requested 20% of the gate revenue to cover their own expenses as 
the venue host.  Therefore, in order for Haskell to make a profit off of this venture, they needed 
fill the stadium with plenty of fans and spectators to earn enough revenue from the gate receipts 
to pay out the Marines and Yankee Stadium, as well as cover their own travel expenses.  Because 
Haskell was not well-known in the East, drawing in enough fans to make this game financially 
viable was worrisome, and at times even seemed dire.  If the gamble did not work out, Haskell 
was likely to lose up to $6,000, making it a significant risk, especially for just one football 
game.262 
 Prior to this particular match-up, Haskell footballers had never traveled so far East for a 
contest, so the team was virtually unknown to fans and journalists on the East Coast.  According 
to McDonald, “Up to this time (1923), Haskell had never played football east of Detroit and 
Cincinnati.  Mr. Peairs had insisted we make every effort to get back to the territory where 
Carlisle played their games and New York City was our most ambitious goal.”263  Up until its 
closing in 1917, the Carlisle Indian Industrial School dominated the football market in the 
northeast, and, especially during Peairs’ absence from Haskell throughout much of the 1910s, no 
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Haskell superintendent cared to compete with Carlisle for games so far from Lawrence.  But, 
once Carlisle closed and Peairs returned to his supervisory role at Haskell, he sought to capitalize 
on the market Carlisle once controlled and generate name-recognition for Haskell football along 
the East Coast.  Peairs also had another idea in mind in scheduling the game with the Marines.  
In a letter to Commissioner of Indian Affairs, Charles Burke, Peairs wrote, “Haskell Institute is 
in very great need of more room for playgrounds and athletic fields and it is hoped that a game in 
New York City will draw a very large crowd and mean a considerable financial gain which will 
make it possible to purchase a piece of land which immediately joins the present Haskell 
Institute athletic field.”264  Peairs further noted that it was unlikely that the U.S. government 
would be able to supply the school with the necessary funds for the land and stadium 
construction, so he was prepared to take some risks with the football team in an effort to generate 
publicity and revenue.265  
McDonald traveled to New York a week before the game to help with the publicity. 
During his conversations with Ed Barrow, the manager of the New York Yankees, a unique 
advertising plan was created.  This proposal did not necessarily center around the Haskell 
football team, but rather focused on one specific Haskell athlete, John “Skee” Levi.  Levi, an 
Arapaho from Concho, Oklahoma, was a three-sport athlete at Haskell and garnered quite an 
athletic reputation for himself.  In fact, Jim Thorpe even stated that Levi was a better athlete than 
him.  After learning from McDonald that Levi was a prolific baseball player as well, Ed Barrow 
used his influence within New York sporting and journalist circles to help promote the Haskell-
Marines football game.  On the Thursday before the game, the New York Times printed a story 
that said, in part, “1,000 millionaire Osage Indians are coming to New York City Saturday to see 
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the Haskell Indians play the Quantico Marines in Yankee Stadium.”266  According to Barrow, the 
pending arrival of the Osage generated intrigue and discussion on Wall Street, and he assured 
McDonald that this boded well for the football game.  Moreover, when the Haskell football team 
arrived in New York City and made their way to the stadium, Barrow made sure that John Levi 
was given Babe Ruth’s locker to generate more press for the game.  In a separate article 
published by the New York Times before the Saturday game, Haskell, and especially Levi, were 
lauded as worthwhile athletes and a great spectacle: “The football eleven of the Haskell Indian 
School, the New Carlisle of the West, practiced at the Yankee Stadium yesterday afternoon and 
impressed a critical audience with their prowess…John Levi, the great Arapaho Indian, who is 
advertised as being a second Jim Thorpe, lived up to his reputation in every respect.”267   
With both the arrival of the Osage in New York City and the stellar performance of John 
Levi, the game with the Marines was a financial success, as Haskell cleared $5,000, as well as a 
publicity success.268  Ed Barrow even offered Levi a contract with the Yankees without even 
seeing Levi swing a baseball bat.  Per the advice of McDonald, Levi turned it down and decided 
to play out his final year of amateur eligibility at Haskell.  McDonald warned Levi that if he 
went professional, his fate would be similar to that of Jim Thorpe’s and he would no longer be 
eligible to compete in the Olympics.269  While McDonald may have thought that he had Levi’s 
best interests in mind, it is more likely that McDonald did not want to lose Levi’s talents on the 
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football field and his ability to draw large crowds and football contracts alike.270  For instance, 
not long after the game in New York City, Haskell was approached by Brown University, 
located in Providence, Rhode Island, and the two teams agreed to meet in Providence on 
November 8, 1924.271  Securing the Brown game was validation of the success of the game in 
New York City, and proved that Haskell was gaining notoriety on the East Coast.  Facing, and 
defeating an opponent such as Brown, an Ivy-league school with a prestigious reputation, helped 
Haskell supplant Carlisle in the minds of football fans and journalists.  Significantly, it continued 
to fuel the excitement around football back on Haskell’s campus. One illustration of this 
occurred when word got back to Haskell that their football team defeated Brown by a score of 
17-13, “the student-body descended on the city of Lawrence and just naturally showed the 
natives how a victory parade should be staged.”272  When the team returned to Lawrence, almost 
the entire student body went to welcome them home at the train station.  This was a rare event 
that marked the importance of football among the Haskell students.273 
Occurring alongside Haskell’s football seasons in the early 1920s was the rise in public 
discourse about the desire for a new football stadium.  A few months prior to the 1923 football 
season, the first mention of a new athletic field appears in the Indian Leader.  According to the 
paper, concrete stands for 5,000 spectators were planned and much of the construction would be 
done by students. The paper also noted that “a campaign will probably be made among the 
graduates and former students for funds with which to build the stands.”274  A new athletic field 
at Haskell was certainly well overdue: “To say Haskell needed a better football field was 
definitely an understatement. Our old wooden bleachers had rotted away and there was not 
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seating space sufficient for more than half the student body. Spectators who came to see the 
Indians play at home were forced to park their cars on the south side of the field as a viewing 
spot or stand around the sidelines. The ‘Gumbo Gridiron,’ as our field was called, was hard as a 
rock with little or no grass.”275  Following the success of the 1923 season, H.B. Peairs made the 
important decision to raise the stakes: he no longer wanted an athletic field renovation.  Instead, 
Peairs wanted a stadium large enough to seat over 10,000 spectators and that was equipped with 
modern amenities.   
There were several reasons why Peairs decided to pursue the construction of an athletic 
stadium for Haskell Institute. The most obvious argument made was the current state of 
Haskell’s athletic facilities which were in disrepair.  But, that does not fully explain why Peairs 
changed his intentions in late 1923 from the modest renovation to a two hundred thousand dollar 
venture.  Although Peairs never directly stated this in any of his stadium justifications, it is likely 
that Peairs understood the stadium as a sound investment for Haskell’s athletic future.  Because 
Haskell did not have proper stands for spectators, there was no opportunity to earn money from 
gate receipts for athletic contests.  This left little incentive for Haskell to schedule football games 
on their own field, which forced the school to use most of their financial resources on travel 
expenses.  Moreover, similar to when the team played in New York City, Haskell was constantly 
taking financial gambles when they traveled because if turn-out was low they risked breaking 
even or sustaining a financial loss.  With a proper stadium, Haskell would finally have the ability 
to attract teams from large colleges and universities, avoid travel expenses, and have more 
control over spectator turn-out.  
    Peairs also explicitly justified Haskell’s need of a stadium as something that would 
benefit the overall physical health of the student body. In a letter prepared to all Haskell current 
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and former students, Peairs noted, “The opportunities and facilities for recreation are, as never 
before in the history of the United States, being recognized as of great importance is proved by 
the fact that the President has called…a national conference on outdoor recreation in session in 
Washington, D.C.”276  In a clever move, Peairs framed the ongoing conversation on athletics at 
Haskell as part of a larger national discourse, and one that had the endorsement of the President 
of the United States.  But, in his conversations with the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, Peairs 
returns his attention to the student body of Haskell: “With a student body of 800 young people it 
is just as necessary to provide for systematic physical training as for academic and industrial 
training.”277  At no point does Peairs discuss how a stadium will involve the physical training of 
the entire student body.  All discussion surrounding the stadium centered on the growth of the 
Haskell football program, which catered specifically to a select group of Haskell’s male students.  
Peairs knew that in order to sway the Commissioner in favor of the project, he needed to at least 
vocalize the notion that a stadium would assist in the physical training of all students even 
though that was not the intended purpose.  Through this reasoning, Peairs convinced 
Commissioner Burke who ultimately endorsed the project.  
How was the project funded? 
 
Getting Commissioner Burke to support the idea that Haskell needed an athletic stadium 
was only part of H.B Peairs’ concerns to see his stadium project come to fruition. Most 
importantly, Peairs needed funding, and it was unlikely that he would get such support from the 
federal government.  Peairs was well aware of this, and even made that sentiment known to 
Burke as early as 1923: “I have not felt like asking for an appropriation for this purpose under 
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present economic conditions and, if the money can be earned, it is proposed, as I have already 
told you, to ask the ex-students of Haskell to contribute money for the purpose of building a 
stadium.”278  Later, Peairs assured the commissioner that several ex-students and Haskell alumni 
associations had approached him stating that they were anxious to donate funds for a new 
athletic stadium.  Through their donations, these former students were showing thanks and 
gratitude toward their alma mater.279  On January 29, 1924, Peairs received permission from 
Commissioner Burke to solicit funds from ex-students, who stated that “The physical education 
department is one of the important departments of a school, and more particularly so in an Indian 
school. It appears that the graduates of Haskell Institute generally realize the benefit they have 
received, and their desire is to help the Indians who come after them and to make their school a 
bigger and better institution.”280  The fundraising process ultimately took three forms: 
solicitation among current and ex-students, solicitation of Native people that had no affiliation or 
relationship to Haskell, and private investments. Each of these fundraising mechanisms served a 
particular purpose for the stadium campaign which allowed Peairs to continue to prove its 
success to the Office of Indian Affairs and keep the project on track for completion in early 
1926.  
In early 1924, the campaign to solicit donations from current and former Haskell students 
began with Peairs dubbing the 1924 Haskell class the “Stadium Class.” Students from this class 
pledged to donate $1,500, though, according to Frank McDonald, it was unclear whether or not 
that pledge was ultimately met.281 At the end of the 1923-1924 academic year, eight Haskell 
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students turned in their government-paid train tickets home and instead had those funds 
deposited into the stadium account.  Moreover, these students pledged to walk from Haskell to 
their homes over two hundred miles away in Pawhuska, Oklahoma in an effort to raise awareness 
and publicity for the stadium project. Their journey was documented by the Indian Leader, 
which noted that “this overland voyage, while from all appearance might seem to be nothing 
more than a lark for Indian boys, carried with it a spirit that had grown out of the enthusiasm for 
the Haskell Stadium. No one realizes more fully the need of an athletic plant at Haskell than 
these boys who struggle to maintain Haskell’s fine record under the existing conditions.”282 
Around the same time that these men began their journey home, Peairs wrote an appeal to all 
former and current students suggesting that any donation made to the stadium fund is “one of the 
most worthy things that Indian people can do for the future of Indian education.”283 Shortly 
thereafter, Peairs began contacting various Haskell Alumni Associations, such as the ones 
located in Pawhuska, Oklahoma, and Minneapolis, Minnesota, in an effort to generate financial 
support and overall interest in the project.  In October 1924, Peairs reached out to A.W. Cash, 
who led the Alumni Association in Minneapolis, alerting him to the progress, or rather, lack 
there of, within the stadium drive. Peairs attributed the relative slow start to the funding drive to 
Frank McDonald’s commitments with the Haskell football team.  He assured Cash that the 
donations would pick up and that he should expect to hear from McDonald in the future about 
the solicitation of funds.284 
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Along with targeting Haskell’s former students for donations, the administration also 
turned to its current students for support. The administration was well aware of the fact that most 
students would not be able to contribute substantial donations, but they felt it necessary to urge 
students to donate what they could. In September 1924, Haskell officials held a general assembly 
in which Frank McDonald and others spoke about the importance of the stadium and its funding 
drive. George Shawnee, a former Haskell pupil and the current chief clerk at Haskell appealed to 
the students on the basis of morale and competitive spirit.  He claimed that Haskell football was 
always at a disadvantage playing their games away from home, and asked the students to think 
about “what it means to Haskell to have a stadium and bring such teams here.”285  Assistant 
Superintendent Sharon Mote spoke about the fame that Haskell had garnered with its successful 
athletic teams.  He asserted that a stadium would only further that legacy and nation-wide 
notoriety.  Lastly, Superintendent Peairs made a direct, and personal, pitch to the students: “I 
want every boy and girl who is in the school now to make a contribution, no matter how small it 
is. We really do want you boys and girls to make a contribution.”286 He then contended that his 
time at Haskell was likely running out, and, more than anything, he wanted to see the stadium 
built.  
At another general assembly toward the end of the 1924 academic year, the conversation 
once again centered around the Haskell stadium and the funding drive.  Frank McDonald 
informed the student body that over $80,000 had been raised, which was about half of what was 
needed to complete the stadium. In a slight break from his previous speech to the students, 
McDonald seemed a bit more desperate in his pleas as he noted that only one hundred dollars of 
the money donated came from current Haskell students.  McDonald rationalized this by stating 
that the Haskell administration had not yet solicited funds from the current students, but that 
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notion is inaccurate as Peairs directly appealed to the students for funds in the first general 
assembly in September of 1924.287  McDonald then asked for students to contribute any amount 
that they could, while subtlety inferring that the administration knew just how much money each 
student had to their name: “there will be none of you asked to do anything more than you 
absolutely can afford to. It may be surprising for you to know that in this student body of Haskell 
there is one student who has over eighty thousand dollars to his credit. There are others who 
can’t afford to give twenty-five cents, because they simply do not have it.”288  Although 
McDonald does not provide names of students and their respective financial resources, this 
comment implicitly urges those students with financial means to contribute some of those funds 
to the stadium drive.  McDonald then argued that the stadium would bring a level of prestige to 
Haskell that would benefit both current and future students: “If we succeed in getting these 
recreational and athletic fields for Haskell, we are going to be put on the top so far as athletics 
are concerned, and the more prominent a school becomes the higher type of student she will get. 
We want the highest type of Indian student that is attainable here at Haskell.”289 Despite 
McDonald’s direct request to the student body for donations, he informed those at the assembly 
that, without their consent, the Haskell administration contacted each student’s reservation 
superintendent to request their financial balance to determine how much money each student 
could give.  Not only was that an invasion of privacy, but it also put undue pressure on each 
student to contribute since the school knew what each student was capable of producing. 
H.B. Peairs then took the podium to address the students about the stadium, assuring 
those in the crowd that they would not be asked to contribute more than they were capable of 
doing.  He frequently referred to the students as “children” despite the fact that much of the 
                                               
287 Indian Leader, Vol. XXVIII, no. 35-36, May 8-15, 1925, 1-3. 
288 Ibid. 
289 Ibid. 
  
145 
student body at Haskell were eighteen years old or older.290  Moreover, similar to McDonald, 
Peairs employed the rhetoric of guilt and disappointment to convince students to contribute. 
Particularly, Peairs told a brief story of a current Haskell student and prominent athlete who 
refused to donate to the stadium because he had other use for his money. According to Peairs, 
“That young fellow [a current Haskell athlete] hasn’t got the vision, never has gotten the vision 
of what education means, because that education that means simply race, will never get anybody 
up in the scale of life.”291  Peairs and McDonald constantly conflated the stadium project with 
the overall successes of Indian education, which furthered their rhetoric that contributions to the 
stadium were not just about building an athletic field, but were also about expanding Indian 
education at Haskell.  Even if students were not particularly interested in athletics or Haskell 
football, Peairs and others still lobbied for their contributions on the basis of educational 
expansion and fulfillment.  To some extent, their pleas worked, and several current Haskell 
students contributed what they could to the stadium project.  But, McDonald made another note-
worthy point in his 1925 speech—although Haskell officials originally planned to only solicit 
funds from students and ex-students, McDonald informed the assembly that he had begun 
campaigning amongst Indian “friends of Haskell.”292   
Not long after Haskell began its fundraising campaign for the stadium, the administration 
realized that it was likely impossible to fully fund the project from donations only from students 
and ex-students. This was partly due to the cost of the stadium which rose dramatically from the 
initial estimate; admin at first thought the cost would be around $125,000 but it grew to 
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$250,000.  Current and former students were unable to shoulder these additional costs.293  In 
1923, while on a trip to Oklahoma with the football team, McDonald spoke with members of the 
Pawnee tribe from Oklahoma who assured McDonald that if called upon, even those with no 
direct ties to Haskell would be willing to donate substantially to the stadium project. 
Furthermore, per the advice of former student Henry LeCroix, McDonald suggested that Peairs 
get permission from the Commissioner to solicit funds from “restricted” Indians.294  It is unclear 
if Commissioner Burke ever gave Peairs explicit permission to fundraise among “restricted” 
Indians, but by 1924, Frank McDonald began campaigning within a variety of Native 
communities, and he specifically solicited funds from those who had been designated 
“restricted” by the Office of Indian Affairs. 
The solicitation of financial support from the broader Native community began around 
the same time that the U.S. government weighed granting full citizenship rights to all Native 
peoples.  Prior to 1924, Native peoples could become U.S. citizens through military enlistment, 
giving up their tribal affiliation, or by proving that they had assimilated into white, mainstream 
culture.  The proposed citizenship act would grant full suffrage rights to all Native peoples and 
would not require the abandonment of tribal affiliation nor would it require Native peoples to 
apply for U.S. citizenship.  The proposed Indian Citizenship Act was not supported by all Native 
people, who feared that the U.S. government could not be trusted and that their sovereignty 
would continue to come under attack.  Despite these concerns, the Indian Citizenship Act passed 
and was signed into law by President Calvin Coolidge on June 2, 1924.  Even with this new 
legislation and the guarantee of citizenship rights for all Native people, the Office of Indian 
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Affairs maintained that some Native people be designated as “restricted” Indians.  This signifier 
originated in the 19th century when the Office of Indian Affairs deemed Native peoples as 
incompetent and therefore unable to handle their own finances, land rights, and other personal 
affairs.  This afforded reservation superintendents and other government agents with the power 
to assist Native people in legal and financial matters, but this often resulted in corruption and 
misuse of Native lands and funds.  In the twentieth century, the OIA stopped using the term 
“incompetent” and began referring to Native peoples the government felt required certain 
oversights as “restricted.”  In a letter from Assistant Commissioner of Indian Affairs, William 
Zimmerman, Jr. to Haskell superintendent Henry Roe Cloud in October of 1934, Zimmerman 
made clear the policy regarding the “restricted” Indian status employed by the OIA:  
“In order to avoid the imputation of actual incompetency in all cases dealing with 
Indians, several years ago the office discontinued the indiscriminate use of the word 
‘incompetent’ in our official correspondence, substituting therefore the less 
objectionable term ‘restricted.’  The latter term may and does include a large 
number of Indians of a high degree of intelligence who still retain property in some 
form over which, for reasons unnecessary here to discuss, the Government still 
exercises some form of control or supervision—usually summed up by the 
expression ‘the restrictions have not been removed.’”295 
 
Therefore, in 1924 when Frank McDonald began fundraising within a number of Native 
communities, many of those he sought donations from were considered “restricted” 
Indians by the Office of Indian Affairs.  Legally, this meant that the U.S. government 
oversaw all financial transactions made by those designated as restricted and had the 
power to approve or deny any proposed monetary donations made to Haskell’s stadium 
campaign.  
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Navigating the bureaucratic workings of the Office of Indian Affairs required some 
finesse and strategic calculations.  Although Peairs named Frank McDonald the chief fundraiser 
for the stadium project in 1924, the solicitation efforts in Indian country were a coordinated 
campaign that involved McDonald, Haskell officials such as Peairs and George Shawnee, and 
various members of the Office of Indian Affairs.  Countless letters and telegrams were sent from 
McDonald to Haskell, as well as from Haskell to reservation superintendents and employees at 
the D.C. branch of the Office of Indian Affairs between the years of 1924 and 1926.  Generally, 
the purpose of the letters from McDonald to Peairs or Shawnee were to update them on his 
progress or to request more funds for his travel.296  The Quapaw and Osage Reservations in 
Oklahoma were particular targets for fundraising.  One reason for this was the relative proximity 
of these reservations to Haskell, which limited McDonald’s travel expense and also made it more 
likely for members of the Quapaw and Osage to have some sort of connection to Haskell.  More 
importantly, though, per conversations with OIA administrators, Peairs was aware of the money 
members of the Quapaw and Osage Nations in Oklahoma had earned by selling land allotments 
that were rich with natural resources.  So, when McDonald traveled to the Osage and Quapaw 
agencies, McDonald was instructed on who to talk to and who might be most likely to donate 
large sums of money. 
A key part of this coordinated effort was ensuring that reservation superintendents were 
willing to assist McDonald in his campaign labors.  Peairs made a point to alert the 
superintendents of McDonald’s pending arrival and, not so subtlety, asked them to point 
McDonald in the appropriate direction.  For instance, in his letter to J.L. Suffecool, the 
superintendent of the Quapaw Reservation, Peairs said, “There have been a great many young 
people from the Quapaw Agency who have attended Haskell Institute during the past forty years, 
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and a number of them have become very wealthy through their holdings in zinc and lead 
properties…You, no doubt, can give Mr. McDonald information relative to those who are really 
able to contribute liberally.”297  Similar letters were sent to the Osage Reservations, Kiowa 
Reservation, the Kaw Reservation, as well as several others.298 These ongoing dialogues between 
and among OIA officials generated important financial knowledge that greatly aided McDonald 
in his quest to secure large donations for the stadium.  While H.B. Peairs worked to create the 
ideology that countless Native people wanted to contribute liberally to the project, the reality that 
emerged was one of targeted soliciting.  But, Peairs did hope that if McDonald was able to 
collect a handful of large donations, others would become inspired to contribute, even if those 
contributions were small.  In a letter to McDonald, Peairs noted, “Of course, the more of the 
substantial contributions we can get, the easier it will be to persuade the ex-students who do not 
have any wealth, to contribute what they can, and it is my very earnest hope that every ex-
student may contribute something to the fund no matter if it isn’t more than $5.”299   
 The behind-the-scenes workings of Peairs, McDonald, and others runs alongside the 
labor and agency of Native people who worked to help make the stadium project a success. 
Although McDonald had financial knowledge and other useful pieces of information from Peairs 
and reservation superintendents, his efforts would have been futile without the assistance of 
Native men and women who served as interpreters and intermediaries between McDonald and 
members of various Native communities.  Because of this, some of the information Peairs passed 
on to McDonald was not financially related, but instead contained knowledge on who McDonald 
should turn to for help within the community.  While McDonald was at the Quapaw Reservation, 
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Peairs told him of ex-Haskell students Charles and Merton Goodeagle, as well as Ruth Stevens 
Buffalo.  Peairs claimed that these three people were “very well acquainted with that part of the 
country and should be able to give you a lot of information about what persons to call on.”300 
When McDonald went to the Kiowa Reservation, he brought an ex-Haskell student named 
Luther Brace with him.  Brace was familiar with the stadium project and McDonald hoped that 
he would help with interpreting and general soliciting when he called upon the Kiowa for 
donations.301  But, no one assisted with the stadium project more than ex-Haskell student and star 
athlete, John Levi. 
McDonald knew that John Levi would surely be helpful along the campaign trail, which 
he stated to Peairs in a letter in 1923: “His great reputation this year will mean thousands of 
dollars to us when we go into the field.  John is not a public speaker, but he can make his 
appearance and say a few words about the need of the stadium.”302  When Peairs prepared his 
formal pitch to all current and former students about the stadium, McDonald urged him to try 
and appeal to a sense of loyalty to Haskell, and said that the students should come through “like 
John Levi did on the fourth down against Brown with victory in the balance.”303  When John 
Levi arrived on Haskell’s campus in the early 1920s, he became an instant favorite among the 
student body.  He was lauded frequently within the Indian Leader, and when school was out for 
the day the younger students would rush to the athletic field of gym to watch Levi practice.304  It 
is no surprise, then, that McDonald thought Levi would make an excellent addition to the 
stadium soliciting team.  Evidently, he was correct, as McDonald mused, “My big Arapaho 
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friend proved to be the best ‘calling card’ a salesman ever had in the Hominy community.”305 In 
short, most Native people that McDonald interacted with likely had never heard of him 
(McDonald) before, but John Levi was both well-known and respected throughout Indian 
country.  Haskell capitalized on his celebrity and used it to their advantage throughout the 
stadium fundraising process. 
Levi was not the only Haskell athlete, though, that foundationally shaped the fundraising 
efforts of McDonald and H.B. Peairs.  In fact, the entirety of the 1923 and 1924 football teams 
helped peak public interest and support for the project through their stellar play ability to draw in 
large audiences.  The tie with the Marines in 1923 and the victory over Brown in 1924 helped 
solidify Haskell as a national football contender, and thus deserving of a proper stadium.  But, 
there was another football game that, according to McDonald, proved the most useful in terms of 
generating financial support for the stadium.  This game was played in secret in early December 
1924, in Hominy, Oklahoma.  The Haskell football team was in Oklahoma for a post-season 
game against Oklahoma Baptist University, which McDonald scheduled primarily to give him an 
opportunity to meet with members of the Osage Nation to promote the stadium.  While 
McDonald was in Muskogee, OK promoting the game between Haskell and Oklahoma Baptist 
University, some of the members of the Osage approached McDonald and asked if Haskell could 
spare a couple players for the Hominy Giants, a local Football team who would compete 
professionally as well, who had a football game against nearby Fairfax’s town team.  At first, 
Haskell was only going to allow Levi and a couple other players to suit up as they had just 
finished their college eligibility and were allowed to compete for other teams.  McDonald 
convinced a somewhat weary Peairs that letting Levi and the team travel to Hominy for the game 
would help the stadium fund: “He had some misgivings about the team going over to Osage 
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Country but he could readily see how this could enhance the promotion of Haskell Stadium.”306  
But, the plans for just a few Haskell athletes to play for the Hominy team took an interesting turn 
when, the morning of the game, Fred Lookout, an Osage who had requested the help of Levi and 
others, approached McDonald and said that the Fairfax team was going to play a squad of 
professionals rather than their usual team.  
 According to McDonald, members of the Osage from Fairfax and Hominy wagered over 
$200,000 on the game.  Those from Hominy were desperate, knowing that their team would not 
stand a chance against Fairfax’s ringers, members of the Kansas City Cowboy’s National 
Football League team.  Seeing this as an opportunity to impress the Osage from Hominy and 
possibly garner more donations, McDonald and Haskell coach, Dick Hanley, instructed the entire 
Haskell football team to suit up for the game.  The Haskell-turned-Hominy team ultimately won 
the game, with John Levi scoring the winning touchdown.307  Because of eligibility issues, the 
fact that Hanley and the other coaches played in the game, and the presence of sports betting, this 
game was rife with rules violations that could have cost Haskell its football program had the OIA 
or other colleges and universities known it took place.  According to McDonald, “This game 
played in the Osage Hills has to be one of the best kept secrets of all time. Not only would 
anyone who participated been declared professional, but it most probably would have ruined the 
future of Coach Dick Hanley and his assistants.”308  H.B. Peairs ostensibly did not find out this 
game occurred until years later, though it is possible he knew and chose to ignore its existence. 
Although McDonald already planned to do a lot of campaigning among the Osage, he credits 
Haskell’s victory over the Kansas City Cowboys as the event that solidified his relationship with 
the Osage.  The game provided an opportunity for members of the Osage to see the Indian team 
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in action, which generated a semblance of pride and loyalty towards Haskell athletics.  This 
proved instrumental in the fundraising campaign as members of the Osage donated thousands of 
dollars to help construct the Haskell Stadium. 
The third and final way that Haskell generated the appropriate resources to build its 
stadium was through the creation of a private corporation called the Haskell Institute Student 
Activities Association.309  The creation of a separate organization that was affiliated, but not 
directly tied, to the school was an unprecedented move by Haskell administrators that broke from 
how Haskell and other Native boarding schools conducted extra-curricular organizations. 
Haskell already had its own athletic association, so why did Peairs and others feel the need to 
charter a separate organization for the stadium fund?310  In a letter to Commissioner Burke in 
1925, Peairs stated that the purpose of the Student Activities Association revolved around the 
handling of funds: “I want you to know that in order that the funds may be handled in a 
businesslike and safe manner, a Student Activities Association has been organized, and 
incorporated under the Laws of Kansas.”311  But, within this same letter, Peairs makes another 
telling comment.  He reminded Burke of an appropriation request he submitted for $10,000 to 
purchase land near the Haskell grounds for the purpose of building a new athletic field.312  He 
then informed Burke that since no movement had been made on that request he was officially 
withdrawing it and that he believed “it will be possible to finance the entire project, including the 
                                               
309 Charter of the Haskell Institute Student Activities Association, October 20, 1924, CCF, Box 25, RG 75, NADC. 
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payment for the tract of land…out of the funds which may be donated by Indians…”313  
Moreover, out of fear that the land would be purchased by another buyer, Peairs notified Burke 
that he and a few other Haskell employees went ahead and purchased the land.  Within the actual 
charter of the Haskell Institute Student Activities Association the document stated, “That this 
corporation is organized not for profit, and that the purposes for which it is formed are: to collect 
and disburse funds heretofore or hereafter subscribed, and to borrow money for the purchase of 
real estate adjacent to the grounds of Haskell Institute…that said real estate, stadium and 
equipment shall be operated in connection with Haskell Institute until such time as said real 
estate, stadium and equipment be taken over by the Federal Government to be operated for 
educational purposes in connection with and as part of Haskell Institute.”314  In order for Peairs 
and the other employees to procure the capital needed to buy the land for the stadium, they 
created the Haskell Student Activities Association in order to take out a loan and purchase the 
real estate.315  This ensured that Peairs and the others would not be personally responsible if the 
venture failed and allowed them to circumvent the allocation process of the U.S. government.   
 As with all other government agencies, anytime an employee of Haskell Institute wished 
to make a purchase, it had to be requested and then approved by the Office of Indian Affairs. 
Because Peairs felt that they could not wait any longer for the government to approve and 
appropriate the funds necessary to purchase the land for the new athletic field, he used the 
Student Activities Association to take out a loan and mortgage the purchase of the land.  This 
way, Peairs did not technically violate any government rules, but he certainly broke with 
standard procedure with this unique financing plan.  Furthermore, in his letter to Burke, Peairs 
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did not ask for the permission to set up the Student Activities Association, nor did he ask for 
permission to purchase the tract of land.  Instead, Peairs merely informed Burke of these 
happenings, which is rather exceptional within the narrative of Haskell’s history.316  By the 
1920s, Peairs had been promoted to supervisor of all Indian education, which afforded him more 
privileges than those who were rank and file Office of Indian Affairs employees.  But, regardless 
of his title, Peairs took great liberties without official approval from the Commissioner to make 
the stadium project a reality. This certainly explains why Peairs and McDonald were so anxious 
to secure a handful of large donations, and why the fundraising plan shifted from only students 
and ex-students to any Native person who wished to provide a donation.  Not only was Peairs’ 
legacy at Haskell on the line, but so was the financial security of the school.  
Was the Campaign A Success? Part 1 
  
By 1926 construction on the stadium was well underway and it seemed as though the 
fundraising strategy and efforts worked.  Donations, both large and small, poured in and Peairs 
and McDonald were certain that they would achieve their goal: to purchase a tract of land, 
construct a modern athletic stadium, and have said land and stadium be financed solely through 
donations from Native peoples.  In a letter to Commissioner Burke in May 1927, Haskell’s new 
superintendent, C.M. Blair, wrote that the stadium construction was complete and that the 
fundraising campaign would officially end.317  It is important to understand how the actual 
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donations were collected by the school, as this process comes under scrutiny in the years 
following the completion of the stadium. Whenever a Native person chose to donate to the 
stadium fund, there were two determining factors as to how that donation was processed. The 
first revolved around the amount donated, and the second concerned the citizenship “status” of 
the Native donor.  For those who only donated very small amounts, such as $5.00 or $10.00, 
typically were not scrutinized and were approved by reservation superintendents or those at the 
Office of Indian Affairs.  Moreover, there were many who donated who had complete control 
over their own finances and so their donations were also not subject to close examination.  But, 
for those who wished to make a large donation or were classified as a “restricted” Indian by the 
Office of Indian Affairs, required permission directly from the OIA before the funds were 
transferred to the Haskell Student Activities Association. This caused a couple predicaments for 
McDonald and Peairs because many of the donations they received were actually pledges and not 
tangible capital and it often took the OIA weeks, or even months, to approve the pledge.   
The other concern that plagued the fundraising process was whether or not “restricted” 
Indians were legally allowed to use their funds for donations.  Peairs discussed this issue with 
John Buntin, Superintendent of the Kiowa Agency in a letter in March 1925 seeking to 
circumvent this problem.  It was suggested, then, that “if the superintendent of the Indians 
involved should feel that they were competent to such a degree as to justify him in giving the 
money to the individual Indian and allowing him to make the contribution direct…there would 
be no objection to that procedure.”  Peairs hoped to avoid the established process of garnering 
the approval of donations from the Commissioner and justified this desire on the basis that small 
donations required no such approval.  Peairs continued his letter to Buntin: “I understand the 
contributions which are being made by the Indians under your jurisdiction are most of them 
small. Therefore, I wonder whether you could not handle the contributions in that way rather 
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than ask for approval to pay the money direct to the stadium officials.”318  Rather than submitting 
the pledge to the OIA, waiting for approval, and having the OIA transfer the funds to the stadium 
officials, Peairs suggested that Buntin himself approve the donations and allow those who 
wished to donate to do so directly.  This eliminated the middle man which, in this case, was the 
Office of Indian Affairs.  For those living on reservations, they still had to receive permission to 
donate from their agency superintendent.  This history, then, is not just about how Haskell 
Institute attempted to obtain funds for an athletic stadium, but also contributes to the broader 
narrative of Indian citizenship and governmental control.  Even though these donations were 
intended for a federally-run Native American boarding school, the desire and ability to donate 
funds was questioned and scrutinized by the OIA as part of the continued notion that Native 
peoples required government assistance when making financial decisions.  Many Native peoples 
whose donations were examined as part of this process were graduates of schools such as 
Haskell, so the prolonged questioning of Native abilities to handle their own affairs illuminates 
the OIA’s role in discriminating against Native people that were supposed successes of boarding 
school educations.  
In several other cases when large donations were pledged, the reservation superintendent 
requested permission from the Office of Indian Affairs and included justifications for the 
donations.  For example, in a letter from J.L. Suffecool to the Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 
he stated, “I am submitting herewith for approval, a list of the contributions thus far made by the 
Indians under this jurisdiction, and will endeavor to give you full facts and information 
concerning the financial standing of each of the donors, all of whom I am convinced are well 
able to give the amount subscribed, as they have large bank accounts and substantial yearly 
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incomes.”319  Along with the financial information, Suffecool also explained the relationship that 
the donors had to Haskell Institute.  For instance, Anna Beaver, who pledged $5000.1, was a 
former student of Haskell and therefore had a vested interest in the construction of the Haskell 
stadium.  Willie Buffalo, on the other hand, did not have a direct relationship to Haskell, but 
“when told what the money was to be used for, he was very anxious to subscribe.”320  When 
justifying the donation of Osage member Daniel Scott, McDonald stated that currently at Haskell 
twelve Osage members were enrolled students, and that throughout the course of Haskell’s 
existence, roughly three hundred Osage attended the school.  But, McDonald also urged the 
Commissioner to approve the donation on the basis that the stadium would benefit not just the 
Osage, but all Native people: “We hope to give this opportunity not only to the Osage Indian, but 
to all other tribes as well. If you see fit to approve the donation of Daniel Scott by interpreting 
his request to be beneficial to the Osage Indian, our hundreds of Osage friends and ex-students 
will join in making small and reasonable contributions to our fund, thereby resulting in 
success.”321  These statements were not just about explaining why Native people wanted to 
donate to the stadium, but they instructed the Commissioner on how to interpret these donations. 
By and large, the Commissioner did not pose many questions of the donations and most 
were approved.  One of the challenges with analyzing these letters between reservation 
superintendents, Frank McDonald, and the Commissioner of Indian Affairs is the perspective 
provided.  McDonald and others did their best to assure the Commissioner that those who wished 
to donate did so willingly and for their interest in Haskell Institute, but these assurances only 
came from the point of view of OIA employees.  In some cases, though, former students wrote 
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directly to Haskell’s superintendent and expressed their desire to assist in the stadium project. 
One such letter came from Edith Holden, a 1920 Haskell graduate.  In the letter, she apologizes 
for her delay in contributing to the fund, and that it was merely because she was saving her 
money to further her schooling, not because she was an ungrateful former student.  Moreover, 
regarding the nature of the donation she states, “It is not much, Mr. Peairs, but with it comes 
fifteen rahs for the football men and all who are contributing to this cause.”322  A Seneca woman, 
Lucille Winnie, who attended Haskell in the 1920s also contributed small amounts to the stadium 
fund on a couple of occasions, and, in her memoir, wrote about the significance of Haskell 
football.  At one point she recounted that Haskell was “best known for its victorious football and 
track teams of the ‘twenties.’ We looked forward to their homecomings and were always 
excused from school and work to gather at the entrance of the campus to welcome home our 
winning warriors.”323  Although Winnie does not make a direct statement about her donations to 
the stadium fund, it is likely to conclude that her love and admiration for Haskell football 
influenced her decision to donate what she could.  Furthermore, Lucille’s brothers, who also 
attended Haskell in the 1920s, were football and track stars, so while Lucille herself did not 
participate in athletics at the school, she felt a close connection to the school’s athletic program.   
There is a unique gendered aspect to the donations and fundraising process of the Haskell 
stadium that warrants further understanding and consideration.  In his appropriations request to 
purchase land for the new athletic field, Peairs specifically mentions the number of boys enrolled 
at Haskell and uses that as a justification for why Haskell needs a more suitable football field.324   
However, even though the new stadium would only directly benefit Haskell’s men’s sports 
teams, McDonald and others sought donations from both Native men and women.  And, as 
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shown by Anna Beaver, Esther Holden, Lucille Winnie, and countless other Native women, they 
donated just as frequently and provided just as much money as their male counterparts.  
Although there was no universal reason why Native women chose to support the stadium project, 
one commonality that emerges is a sense of pride and loyalty to Haskell football.  Some Native 
women also coupled this loyalty to Haskell Institute itself.  There is, though, a distinct difference 
between having pride in Haskell football and having pride in the institution.  Of course, Haskell 
administrators understood the two to be synonymous, but many Native women viewed the 
football team almost as a separate entity.  For these women, athletic successes underscored the 
abilities and perseverance of Native men, which differed from the assimilatory and civilizing 
narratives produced by OIA officials.  Moreover, without the financial support and personal 
investment from Native women, the stadium project would have likely failed, and Haskell 
football in general would not have endured the success it did.  Combining gender and athletics in 
this manner not only complicates the apparent gender-exclusivity of sports, but also provides a 
more nuanced narrative of what athletic involvement entailed.  Haskell athletics relied not just on 
the labor of its male athletes, but on the intellectual, emotional, and financial labor of Native 
women.      
Was the Campaign a Success? Part 2 
 
Although Haskell raised the appropriate funds for the stadium and construction was 
completed in 1926, questions about the fundraising process arose in 1927.  A Quapaw woman, 
Agnes Hoffman, accused Haskell Institute and the Office of Indian Affairs of withdrawing 
$10,000 from her account without her consent, which prompted a thorough audit and 
investigation into the stadium fundraising practices.  According to a lawsuit filed by Agnes 
Quapaw, she believed that her donation, which was made to the Haskell Student Activities 
Association, was not for athletic purposes but was a direct donation to Haskell itself.  She stated 
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that had she known her donation was meant for the stadium she never would have contributed.325  
The suit filed by Agnes Quapaw highlights another major concern with how Haskell 
administrators gathered funds for the stadium.  Agnes’s husband, Ben, was a very wealthy 
Quapaw, and the OIA was well aware of his financial status because he was a “restricted” Indian 
and did not have direct access to his own finances.  That information was relayed to Frank 
McDonald, who then intentionally singled Ben Quapaw out while among the Quapaw Nation. 
Mr. Quapaw agreed to pledge $10,000 to the stadium fund but died intestate before the funds 
could be withdrawn from his account.  When his widow, Agnes, was approached about her 
husband’s desire to donate the funds to Haskell, she agreed and allowed the government to take 
the funds out of her account, as it was the wish of her husband to make such a donation.  But, in 
1927, Agnes realized that the government took an additional $10,000 out of her account and that 
a donation was made in her daughter’s name.  According to the suit, "These plaintiffs state that at 
the time of the payment of said last sum of $10,000, and at the time it was claimed that the said 
Agnes Quapaw Hoffman had consented to the payment thereof, neither the said Agnes Quapaw 
Hoffman nor the daughter, Jean Ann Quapaw Hoffman, were students in the said Haskell 
Institute, and that said contribution was not made for their use and benefit."326  Agnes agreed on 
the original $10,000 donation on behalf of her husband, but McDonald assumed she meant to 
donate an additional $10,000 and had the funds withdrawn without clarifying this.  Because of 
the “restricted” status of Agnes and her daughter Jean, Agnes did not have regular access to her 
finances, which not only allowed the government to incorrectly transfer funds without consent, 
but also prevented Agnes from knowing immediately that the funds were transferred. 
                                               
325 Bill of Complaint, Agnes Quapaw, and Jean Ann Quapaw Hoffman, a minor, by Henry E. Hoffman as guardian 
and prochein ami vs The Haskell Institute Student Activities Association, a corporation, CCF, Box 45, RG 75, NADC. 
326 Ibid. 
  
162 
Agnes ultimately won her suit against the Haskell Student Activities Association, but her 
story was not the only breach of financial consent within the stadium funding drive.  Henry Roe 
Cloud, who was commissioned with auditing the Activities Association, found an instance in 
which Haskell student Levi Goodeagle pledged to contribute $250, but was recorded as having 
pledged $500.327  In another case, a woman named Salinda agreed to donate $250, but was said 
to have pledged $2,500.  Salinda then wanted to completely cancel her original donation of $250, 
and, according to Frank McDonald, “I personally feel that her change of heart was due to outside 
influence. I am indeed sorry that this matter has come up but I have desired to go into detail with 
you concerning it because I do desire to have everything strictly understood and done in a 
straight forward and business manner.”328  Despite McDonald’s insistence that all donations 
were secured in a proper manner, the Hoffman complaint spurred an investigation into the 
financials of the Haskell Student Activities Association and the methods used by McDonald to 
secure donations.  This investigation lasted well into the 1930s.  According to one memo 
produced by an OIA official, "During my tenure at Haskell and the study of the Haskell 
Association activities and observation of the methods in which the Haskell activities were 
handled, I became convinced that everything was not as it should be and the more I read the 
Haskell Stadium file the more firmly I became convinced that the whole procedure was rather a 
rotten mess."329  This official even felt that it was necessary for the OIA to take action against 
McDonald because his recklessness brought both shame and financial damage to Haskell 
Institute and the Office of Indian Affairs.330   
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 Warren L. O’Hara, a traveling auditor, also made several disturbing discoveries when he 
investigated the stadium financials and fundraising process.  One of the first irregularities spotted 
by O’Hara was the $12,500 mortgage that the Student Activities Association owed on the land 
purchased for the stadium. O’Hara noted that in a report published on April 30, 1927, the 
Association had a balance of $2,665 and made no reference to the money owed on the 
mortgage.331  The second concern raised by O’Hara was the role that George Shawnee played as 
treasurer of the Haskell Student Activities Association.  According to O’Hara, Shawnee served 
as treasurer of the association and received a salary of $300 a year for his work while also 
maintaining his government position of deputy dispersing agent at Haskell.  Not only was this a 
conflict of interest, but O’Hara claimed that Shawnee’s role as both treasurer and deputy 
dispersing agent created opportunities for the mishandling of funds.  Evidence of such misuse 
existed as Shawnee would use Haskell Institute funds intended for student transportation and 
emergencies and transfer them to the Activities Association.  According to O’Hara, “The 
evidence shows that this loan fund has been abused in that several of the better athletes have 
been loaned large sums of money which have been charged off as ‘bad debts.’  It is very evident 
that this loan system is very loosely handled.”332  O’Hara also accused Shawnee and McDonald 
of “gross extravagance” as large sums of money were paid out to football referees and members 
of the press.  Moreover, O’Hara realized that the 1926 Haskell football team carried salaried 
members, which violated both federal boarding school rules as well as collegiate eligibility.333  
O’Hara also cast doubt on the consent of those who donated large sums of money to the stadium 
fund, noting: “the sums given are so large in many instances that it hardly seems possible that 
they were willingly and knowingly given. The records show that ten families contributed 
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$120,000 of the entire amount, $183,000, which was collected.”334  O’Hara recommended that 
McDonald and his dealings with various Native people during his fundraising process be 
thoroughly investigated, and he even suggested that McDonald’s character was deplorable.  
Ultimately, O’Hara recommended that Shawnee be removed from his position of treasurer of the 
Activities Association, that McDonald’s actions be investigated, and that the Haskell 
superintendent be given explicit instructions on how to keep athletic costs down to mitigate the 
$12,500 deficit.335 
 Office of Indian Affairs Field Representative Henry Roe Cloud conducted the 
investigation into McDonald and the handling of the fundraising process.  Importantly, Roe 
Cloud was tasked with determining whether Agnes Quapaw Hoffman did indeed consent to the 
$10,000 donation that was taken from her account.  Roe Cloud concluded that no such consent 
was ever given, and that Agnes Hoffman never agreed to the donation either verbally or in a 
written manner.336  Roe Cloud also testified that, like Agnes Hoffman, most people who donated 
were not aware of the fact that their donations went to the Haskell Student Activities 
Association, and not directly to the school itself.  For instance, Roe Cloud was asked the 
following question, “Did your investigation disclose that the Quapaws were advised that this was 
a private corporation or that it was a Governmental activity?” to which Roe Cloud answered, 
“None of the Indians who were contributors knew anything of the sort.”337  Roe Cloud asserted 
that most who contributed did so for educational purposes and thought that their donation went 
directly to school funds.  Lastly, like O’Hara, Roe Cloud took issue with how the finances were 
handled.  When asked if John Levi, Frank McDonald, and others earned commissions from the 
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donations, Roe Cloud was unable to definitively state that absence of evidence of such practices.  
Within the financial records of the stadium fund, large sums of money were set aside for travel 
expenses, and there was no itemization of the money.  This made it impossible for Roe Cloud to 
ascertain what the money was used for, and if it was handled in a proper and appropriate 
manner.338  Moreover, OIA officials found themselves in a situation in which they could not 
legally defend the actions of McDonald and others tied to the fundraising campaign.  In the same 
letter between Assistant Commissioner William Zimmerman, Jr. and Henry Roe Cloud where 
Zimmerman discussed the intentions behind the “restricted” status of Native people, Zimmerman 
admitted that “regarding donations to the Haskell Institute Stadium Fund…we [the OIA] are 
unable to justify or legally defend administrative action had in many of those cases.”339  
Ironically, in the process of handling funds of those deemed unfit to do so, the U.S. government 
and Haskell officials mismanaged hundreds of thousands of dollars.  The OIA became enmeshed 
in a number of legal battles to settle the manner and, to some extent, had to admit fault over the 
actions of McDonald and others.  This was not only costly and embarrassing for the Office of 
Indian Affairs but also serves as an example of the ideological and political failures of the OIA.      
The manner in which the stadium fundraising was executed haunted Haskell well into the 
1930s and was a contributing factor in the Office of Indian Affairs’ decision to ultimately curtail 
inter-collegiate athletics within the boarding school system.340  By 1935 almost every Haskell 
employee that was intimately involved with the fundraising had left the school, either voluntarily 
or due to pressures to resign, and the school’s new superintendent, Henry Roe Cloud, was left to 
fix the mess that he himself helped uncover through his audit reports of the stadium drive.  The 
fundraising campaign and the construction of the Haskell stadium represents the ideological 
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power of the sport of football, both in terms of the affective response it produced within Native 
communities and its corrupting influence amongst Haskell officials.  But, prior to the audits, 
intense scrutiny, and the revelation that countless Native people were deceived in the solicitation 
process, Haskell hosted a triumphant celebration in October 1926 to formally dedicate the new 
stadium.  The event, which was known as Haskell’s inaugural Homecoming and Powwow 
celebration, spanned several days in the final weekend of October 1926 and featured a variety of 
events such as a Homecoming parade, a buffalo meat bar-b-que, and a football contest between 
Haskell Institute and Bucknell University.  The weekend marked the supposed success of the 
stadium drive and school officials invited hundreds of Native people from around the United 
States to attend Homecoming and Powwow.  Within Haskell’s history and the history of 
Lawrence, Kansas, the weekend festivities were a truly exceptional occurrence that evoked 
numerous meanings among the events’ participants.  In the following chapter, I will discuss how 
the first Homecoming and Powwow came to fruition and the different interpretations that the 
weekend’s proceedings produced.        
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CHAPTER 4: “A MONUMENT OF MASONRY” THE 1926 
HOMECOMING AND POWWOW CELEBRATION 
 
By the end of October 1926, the planning and coordination for Haskell’s football stadium 
dedication was coming to a triumphant close.  Attendees, Native and non-Native, began to arrive 
to celebrate its opening and participate in a weekend of scheduled events.  For Haskell 
administrators, the goal was to bring Native peoples from around the country to witness the first 
ever Homecoming football game in the new stadium, as well as put on an inter-tribal Powwow. 
Some of the Native visitors used the help of Haskell administrators, agency superintendents, and 
railway companies to orchestrate the arrival while many also found their own way to Lawrence, 
arriving in cars, trains, and some even on foot, swelling the size of Lawrence.  For the white 
residents of Lawrence, the presence of Native people was nothing new given its relationship to 
Haskell Institute, but never before had so many Native people representing upwards of seventy 
Indigenous nations convened simultaneously at Haskell.   
A number of Blackfeet, traveling to Haskell from Montana, made a particularly grand 
entrance.  The Indian Leader described the arrival in the following manner: “In the midst of 
these activities some one discovered the Blackfeet entering the Haskell gateway—there was a 
shout and eager eyes gazed along the line of the march—to see what real Indians looked like.  
There were 26 in the party having been brought to Kansas City by the Great Northern Railroad 
from their reservation near Glacier National Park, Mont.  Asst. Supt. Peters met them in Kansas 
City and escorted them to Lawrence on the interurban.”  The Leader continued on, stating that 
“The Blackfeet dressed in their ceremonial costume made a very colorful parade down 
Massachusetts Street to the Indian village.”341  This entrance was contrived by Haskell 
Superintendent Blair and the Blackfeet Agency superintendent F.C. Campbell, as the two 
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exchanged letters and telegrams in the days leading up to the arrival of the Blackfeet 
delegation.342  Campbell wanted to ensure that the Blackfeet would have ample time to change 
into their ceremonial dress, and that they would have an escort from Kansas City to Lawrence.343  
The Indian Leader made clear the intentions of OIA officials in wanting this particular 
spectacle—they wanted the townspeople of Lawrence to gawk and stare in wonderment at the 
“authentic” Indians coming to Haskell Institute.  Juxtaposed with this particular “authenticity,” 
the residents of Lawrence could see the effectiveness of the boarding school experience at 
civilizing Indians.  This was a theme that echoed throughout the entirety of the Homecoming and 
Powwow weekend, and while it is important to not overlook the purposeful staging by OIA 
employees, it is critical to center the narrative around Native intentionality and meaning.  For 
example, historian Frederick Hoxie underscores the role that parades played within the Crow 
nation, which marked numerous occasions, some celebratory, others instructive.344  Although I 
am not attempting to conflate the history of Crow parades with that of the Blackfeet, Hoxie’s 
work illuminates the necessity of focusing the narrative around Native ideology and embodied 
experiences.  The purposeful staging of this particular parade serves as an example of colonial 
intrigue as well as an act of Indigenous sovereignty that was emblematic of how the Blackfeet 
viewed the importance of Haskell’s new football stadium.  This chapter grapples with the 
convergence of colonial intentions and Indigenous cosmologies that were embodied throughout 
the numerous events and performances put on during the Homecoming and Powwow weekend.   
 The story of the Blackfeet parade into Haskell’s campus is just one of many examples of 
intra-and inter-cultural exchanges that occurred during the inaugural Homecoming and Powwow 
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weekend.  Throughout the Homecoming and Powwow, local newspapers, including the Kansas 
City Journal, Lawrence Journal-Herald, Kansas City Times, Topeka Daily State Journal, and 
Muskogee Daily Phoenix contributed to a discursive analysis of the weekend, relying heavily on 
the perception of whites.  Local journalists employed racialized tropes to frame the series of the 
events and offered such rhetoric in their depiction of the festivities.  For example, the Kansas 
City Journal wrote: “Lawrence Harks Back to Frontier Days as Indians ‘Take’ City for the 
Biggest Pow Wow in History,” and the Muskogee Daily Phoenix published the following: 
“Hoop-la, the Redskins are out for scalps again! But only in athletic contests this time.”345  Some 
of these local newspapers praised the events at Haskell as true markers of Native advancement 
and progress while others printed stories of sensationalized accounts depicting Indians as still 
primitive and incomprehensible to the white American.346  Often-used vignettes spoke of the 
white visitors’ interactions and perceptions as they journeyed through the temporary Indian 
Village, built by Haskell to house their visiting (Native) guests, and their attendance of the 
Homecoming and Powwow events.347 
The use of white visitors’ depictions of the Homecoming and Powwow operates as a 
commonality that links the accounts of the event, published in various local newspapers, 
together.  White journalists depicted “typical indigeneity”, as Philip Deloria has argued, with 
frequent emphasis placed on the primitive state of the Native participants.  Even Haskell’s own 
newspaper, the Indian Leader, had a specific intentionality behind its carefully crafted articles 
and photo selections that relied predominantly on the insight of Haskell administrators and 
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Office of Indian Affairs officials.  Underlining the Leader’s coverage of the Homecoming 
weekend was the school administration’s attempt to continually convince its readership that 
Haskell’s task was assimilating Native youth through its education curriculum. The use of racial 
rhetoric to create a dominant narrative marking Native peoples as exotic and unable to modernize 
without the “benevolent” guidance of white individuals was certainly present in the Indian 
Leader and other local publications.  Newspaper discourse undulated between sensational and 
overt racism and inferred implications of racial inferiority.  The Indian Leader discursively 
accentuated the agenda of assimilationist policies in place at Haskell, which was interwoven in 
the lives of students and the administration.   
Within the dominant narrative produced by mainstream newspapers, though, moments of 
Indigenous agency exist, both within these written and published texts, as well as within the 
literal and metaphoric performances that took place on Haskell’s campus.  This chapter pushes 
the historical narrative beyond traditional boundaries in an effort to show mobility and agency of 
Indigenous peoples within the confines of a unique celebration of colonialism.   A critical part of 
the complexities of Haskell’s Homecoming and Powwow celebration is the discourse 
surrounding the event.  Historically, scholars constructed their narratives of Haskell’s 
Homecoming and Powwow through the examination of white newspapers and records left 
behind by Haskell’s administration.348  The centrality of Native perspective and agency present 
in the actual happenings of the Powwow is lost by their reliance on white newspapers and 
publications as the primary archive.349  Through a methodological approach that critiques the 
privileging of written text, I unearth a different set of sources that signify both conscious and 
                                               
348 Both John Bloom and Benjamin Rader have addressed Haskell’s Homecoming and Powwow, Bloom in a thirteen-
page section of his monograph, To Show What an Indian Can Do and Rader in his article, “’The Greatest Drama in 
Indian Life’: Experiments in Native American Identity and Resistance at the Haskell Institute Homecoming of 1926.”  
349 Tisa Wenger, We Have a Religion: The 1920s Pueblo Indian Dance Controversy and American Religious Freedom, 
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2009), 143. 
  
171 
unconscious Native agency during Haskell’s celebratory weekend.  Providing an analysis of the 
Indian Village, various Native dances, and the football game against Bucknell University, I show 
how these events furnish a different kind of publication, and one that scholar Matt Cohen defines 
as “an embodied act of information exchange.”350  Through the literal performances put forth by 
Native peoples representing upwards of seventy tribes, Haskell’s Homecoming and Powwow 
holds another narrative that is constructed not through words written on a page by white 
journalists, but through the significance of Native interaction and engagement with their own 
cultural representations on display.  Consequently, the Haskell Homecoming and Powwow 
worked as a moment of Native cultural production, which disrupts the dichotomy of resistance 
versus assimilation.  It is pertinent to ask whether or not the Haskell Homecoming and Powwow 
occurred on Native ground or middle ground, following scholars like Richard White or Kathleen 
DuVall, but examining the Haskell stadium dedication through this dichotomous lens obfuscates 
the entirety of the event.  The Homecoming and Powwow does not neatly fit within a 
dichotomous representation of power, and thus stands out as a cultural production that created an 
embodied ethos amongst Native participants.  Within the cacophony of Haskell’s Homecoming 
and Powwow, drawing out the moments of Native cultural production that were rendered 
invisible in the accounts produced by white journalists, offers an alternative narrative of the 
Homecoming and Powwow, and one that is primarily concerned with Native agency. 
Publicizing the Event 
 
The idea for the Homecoming and Powwow celebration was a coordinated effort between 
school officials and members of the Quapaw and Osage Nations.  Dan Scott, an Osage who 
helped Frank McDonald as an interpreter during the fundraising campaign, made the original 
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suggestion and the idea was well received amongst the Quapaw when McDonald put forward the 
idea.351  Haskell officials then decided that in order to create the most impressive spectacle, 
Native peoples from across the United States should be invited to attend the festivities and 
participate in the various events.  The school began a publicity campaign to generate buzz and 
attention within Native communities, and two main avenues of disseminating information that 
officials used was advertising the event in the Indian Leader and reaching out to Haskell alumni 
clubs.  Haskell officials also knew that word of mouth would serve as an effective marketing 
tool, and current and former Haskell students played a substantial role in getting the word out 
about the coming festivities.  Two Haskell alums and OIA employees that played a particularly 
poignant role in producing the Homecoming and Powwow were Ed Shields and George 
Shawnee.  Ed Shields was an employee at the Fort Sill Indian school, a Haskell alum and 
president of the Haskell Alumni Association.  George Shawnee was Haskell’s chief clerk and 
disbursing agent and was also a Haskell alum and long-time school employee.  Together, Shields 
and Shawnee worked to craft the Homecoming and Powwow festivities and produce interest for 
the event within the Native communities within and around the Fort Sill school.  For instance, 
Shields and Shawnee discussed the creation of the Indian Village on Haskell’s campus, which 
would serve as a temporary camp ground for all of the Native attendees.  Shawnee assured 
Shields that the camp ground would have running water and other facilities, but that it was 
unlikely Haskell would be able to provide tents.352  All of this was necessary information for 
Shields to have so that when he spoke with those interested in attending the events, they were 
prepared to bring their own camping equipment.  Conversely, Shields provided Shawnee with 
valuable information about how the publicity campaign was going and how many guests Haskell 
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should anticipate.  In one letter, Shields wrote to Shawnee saying, “I have a very nice letter from 
our good friend Mr. Leanord Gillenwater and it seems from the tone of his letter that all Ex-
Haskellites in Tulsa and vicinity will turn out for the Homecoming.”353  According to L.E. 
Corrall of Chilocco, “every Indian he meets up with is talking about it [the Homecoming] and 
even more than that they are all planning to attend.”354  Shields also informed Shawnee that 
advertising would be done at various Indian fairs, so for those who did not subscribe to the 
Indian Leader or had a direct connection to Haskell, word of the event should still have reached 
them through Native networks. 
Although both Shields and Shawnee worked for the Office of Indian Affairs, it is 
necessary to point out their complex subjectivity as Native men and boarding school alumni 
within this particular history.  Shawnee and Shields labored tirelessly to ensure the success of the 
first Homecoming and Powwow at Haskell and their status as Native men with direct ties to 
various Native communities was a key reason why so many Native people traveled to Lawrence 
to celebrate the completion of the football stadium.  Moreover, both Shields and Shawnee 
complicate the boarding school narrative because their affective ties to Haskell demonstrated a 
fondness and loyalty that is not always portrayed within these histories.  But, it is important to 
bear in mind that much of this affectiveness was tied to Haskell’s athletic programs, which both 
Shawnee and Shields had been a part of for decades.355  Athletics at Haskell, then, troubles the 
narrative that boarding schools were either an oppressive space that allowed for little Native 
agency or that the schools were a place of assimilatory triumph.  Through the histories of Shields 
and Shawnee and their active roles in engaging alums and other Native people to participate in 
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the Homecoming and Powwow weekend, the importance of sport and its relationship to 
indigeneity becomes clear.  Shields and Shawnee purport two conflicting yet necessary 
narratives: they simultaneously support the apparent mission of Haskell Institute and federal 
Indian education, but they do so in a manner to centers Native accomplishment and success, 
specifically athletic success.  Sport is not just a representation of these conversations.  Athletics 
becomes a site where these narratives are negotiated, produced, and contested.  The Haskell 
Homecoming and Powwow is far more significant than just a sequence of events at a federal 
boarding school.  Instead, the Homecoming and Powwow serves as a moment in which Native 
people (re)defined their subjectivity as members of individual nations while creating new 
relationships with other Native peoples and the federal government. 
 While Shields, Shawnee, and others were promoting the Homecoming and Powwow 
within Native communities, publicity of the event also made its way into white homes, and the 
reception was not always positive.  Superintendent H.B. Peairs received disgruntled letters from 
Reverend Harry Treat of the Red Stone Mission in Oklahoma, E.D. Mossman, Superintendent of 
Standing Rock, and Reverend G.A. Linscheid of the Mennonite Mission in Oklahoma.  All three 
of these men took issue with one aspect of the Homecoming and Powwow festivities: the Native 
dance exhibitions and contests.  Mossman felt that Haskell would have been better served 
showing more “desirable role models,” such as farmers or businessmen.356  The Reverend Henry 
H. Treat, a missionary at the Red Stone Mission in Anadarko, Oklahoma, was “particularly upset 
by the dances to be performed at the celebration.”  He professed that the performance of Indian 
dances detracted from Christianity and “undid” the work of missionaries attempting to convert 
Native peoples.357  Importantly, this debate about the dances performed at Haskell fits into a 
larger historical conversation around Native dancing occurring throughout the early 1920s.  In 
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1921, Commissioner of Indian Affairs Charles Burke issued “Circular No. 1665: Indian 
Dancing,” which instructed “superintendents that they should enforce ‘existing regulations’ 
against any Indian dances that retained ‘elements of savagery or demoralizing practices.’”358  
With his Dance Circular, Charles Burke appeased missionaries who called for the eradication of 
Native dancing, but also left the interpretation of Indian dancing to individual superintendents.  
Burke’s Dance Circular intervened in a larger discussion of the methods of assimilation, as some 
missionaries like G.E.E. Lindquist “advocated a gradual and more moderate approach to 
assimilation, rejecting boarding schools like Carlisle that had tried to ‘civilize’ by eradicating 
everything Indian.”359  Haskell’s Homecoming and Powwow adds to this contentious historical 
narrative surrounding assimilationist practices and policies, and the criticism that Haskell’s 
administration received illuminates conflicting ideas surrounding the assimilation of Native 
peoples.   
Ironically, despite issuing this dance circular himself, Commissioner Charles Burke and 
Assistant Commissioner E.B. Merritt responded personally to the complaints by Treat, 
Mossman, and Linscheid.  In their letters, Merritt and Burke assured these men that the portrayal 
of “traditional” Native customs, such as dancing, actually furthered the cause of Indian 
assimilation because it would showcase just how advanced the student body was at Haskell.  
E.B. Merritt explained to Treat that “it is understood that whatever of the older Indian customs or 
dances were included in the program were to be so presented that there might be exemplified by 
contrast the development and progress which has now been effected through education.”360  
Merritt and Burke provided another explanation, though, for the inclusion of the dances that is 
perhaps more telling and important to this narrative than the one about juxtaposing modern and 
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“traditional” Native people.  Both Merritt and Burke wrote that because the stadium was funded 
by donations from Native people, the administration felt that it was fair to allow for some leeway 
in the creation of the program: “from the point of view of the old Indians who had contributed to 
the fund for constructing the stadium, they were entitled to some expression of their interest in 
the occasion.  Their participation was naturally in form to which they were accustomed.”361  This 
statement can be read as an act of benevolence on behalf of the Office of Indian Affairs, but it is 
more important to see the inclusion of dances as a moment of resistance towards Burke’s dance 
circular and an embodiment of Indigenous sovereignty.  The specifics of the dances themselves 
and who participated will be discussed at length later in this chapter, but it is necessary to frame 
the event as a clear moment where government intentionality and Native participation converge, 
producing multiple and at times competing interpretations.  
 Frank McDonald, head of the stadium fundraising campaign, also did his part to generate 
interest in the event and distribute materials to various Native communities.  According to 
McDonald, the first piece of literature that was created to promote the event was titled “The 
Young Indian’s Happy Hunting Ground” which “depicted a young brave in full regalia pointing 
to the setting sun—and just beyond was a replica of the present stadium.”362  Unfortunately, this 
particular pamphlet has not been located in the archives, but the image that McDonald describes 
likely influenced the cover of the Homecoming and Powwow Official Program and the 
letterhead McDonald used when sending official correspondence about the stadium.  McDonald 
also believed that the best way to create interest about the event was through word of mouth, so 
he proposed to H.B. Peairs that Haskell extend an invitation to members of the Quapaw nation to 
visit Haskell’s campus in the fall of 1925 so that they could envision the possibilities of the 
Homecoming and Powwow.  While on campus, McDonald arranged a luncheon for the Quapaw, 
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Quapaw superintendent J.L. Suffecool, and officials of the Lawrence Chamber of Commerce.  It 
is important to note that this luncheon was provided by the Haskell Domestic Science 
Department as school officials yet again relied on the free labor of the Haskell’s female students 
for the purposes of bolstering its athletics program.  During this luncheon, the members of the 
Lawrence Chamber of Commerce got a sense of what kind of funds the Quapaw would have 
with them during the Homecoming and Powwow weekend, which was a deciding factor in 
whether they would support the event and actively participate in it.363  Without the Domestic 
Science Department and their willingness to provide a free luncheon for Haskell’s guests, it is 
likely that the Lawrence merchants would not have been interested or willing to participate in the 
Homecoming and Powwow festivities.  In this way, even though Native women have 
traditionally been excluded from the narratives that center on or around athletic events like the 
Haskell Homecoming, their labors were integral to the success of such occasions.  The 
significance of this act---of women providing free labor to support men’s athletics programs and 
the larger Haskell cultural efforts—cannot be understated.  This labor provided by the Native 
students of the Domestic Science Department connects multiple generations of Haskell’s female 
students and their foundational support of Haskell athletics.  It serves as a continuous thread 
underlining Haskell athletics from its inception in the late 1890s up until and beyond the stadium 
celebration in 1926.      
Preparing the Campus: The Creation of the Indian Village 
 
With the publicity of the Homecoming and Powwow generating the intended interest, 
Haskell administrators anticipated the arrival of over one thousand Native people to the 
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Lawrence area and recognized the challenges of how to house the incoming visitors.  With 
limited lodging options in town, officials needed to find a temporary housing solution that was 
both functional and inexpensive.  The creation of an “Indian Village” just off of campus seemed 
to be an ideal solution—the camp ground was large enough to house the visitors and the school 
did not need to build any physical housing structures.  This concept of an Indian Village was not 
new and was used in World’s Fairs such as the Chicago Fair in 1893 and the St. Louis 
Exposition of 1904.  Like the Indian Villages of World’s Fairs, the village at Haskell served 
multiple purposes.  On the simplest level, the village was a housing site, but Haskell 
administrators also viewed it as a tourist attraction for the white residents of Lawrence and other 
white people who were planning to attend the festivities.  Similar to the inclusion of Native 
dances in the Homecoming program, Haskell administrators hoped that the spectacle of 
“traditional” indigeneity, placed in stark contrast to its assimilated boarding school students, 
would showcase the success and viability of Haskell Institute.   
The language used to describe the Indian Village within the Indian Leader represented 
two competing versions of the Indian Village.  The initial discussion of the village featured 
general information about the village itself: “A half mile south of the main campus and school 
buildings lies a large pasture mostly on high ground with excellent turf.  This site was used as a 
camping ground for visiting Indians who desired to live in our Indian village.  A new roadway 
100 feet wide and one-half mile long was built to serve as an approach to the village and 
throughout the four-day period there was a constant steam of motor cars going to and from the 
village.”364  The Leader went on to state that water and electricity were made available in the 
camp, and that at least six hundred Native people made the village their home for the duration of 
the Homecoming and Powwow.  Moreover, the Leader gave specific information on some of the 
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Native nations that were represented in the camp: “The largest delegations were from the 
Quapaw and Osage Tribes, there being over 200 of each.  From the Northwest came the 
Blackfeet Indians with their lodges and with these and their beautiful costumes they attracted 
much interest and the admiration of thousands of visitors during the four days.”365  It is no 
surprise that the Quapaw and Osage were so well represented.  Both a large portion of the 
donations for the stadium came from these two nations and their relative proximity to Haskell 
made for a shorter trip.  It was also documented that Chief White Buffalo and Chief Bull Calf 
were meeting for the first time after twenty-seven years, and that, ultimately, the Indian Village 
served as “a meeting place for all.”366 
 This description of the Indian Village within the Leader showcases both the utility of the 
campground as a living space but also as a place where old friendships were renewed and new 
relationships made.  According to historian Danika Medak-Saltzman, these instances should be 
seen as “recognizing Indigenous resistance as a continual part of Native negotiations with 
colonial regimes and about considering how moments of colonial celebrations of empire may 
have inadvertently served anticolonial purposes.”367  The Indian Village at Haskell, along with 
the rest of the Homecoming and Powwow program, were intended by white administrators to 
showcase colonial triumph through the success of boarding school education.  Instead, the 
Village and weekend itself actually subverted this intent by providing a display of Indigenous 
survivance.  Native attendees, through their participation, refused to acquiesce to the narrative 
that their presence was only to serve the purpose of showcasing “authentic” Nativeness.  
Furthermore, understanding the Indian Village at Haskell through the lens of Native intra-and 
inter-tribal relations removes the emphasis that was previously placed upon the village as a 
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spectacle for white visitors.  Students at Haskell were used to entertaining white guests including 
politicians, missionaries, and Office of Indian Affairs officials.  However, the presence of so 
many Native people on campus was both an exceptional and powerful moment for the students 
and their friends and families.  A space that had always been dominated by colonial ideologies 
and officials was transformed, albeit temporarily, into a series of opportunities where Native 
people could demonstrate their resilience through shared cultural rituals and community 
gatherings.  
In a second section about the Indian Village within the Indian Leader, the writing takes 
on a more sensational and racialized tone.  First, the author reminds the reader why the 
Homecoming and Powwow weekend was so significant: “The objective of the gathering of the 
tribes was the dedication of one of the most modern structures, a stadium. The Haskell Stadium, 
a monument of masonry costing about $250,000, was erected by donations exclusively from 
Indians.”368  This was one of the first of many references to the stadium as “modern,” and 
Haskell administrators worked hard to showcase just how modern their students were throughout 
the Homecoming weekend.369  The author then went on to state, “Wednesday being the day for 
getting settled in a tepee abode, the village was the principal attraction.  Great crowds were going 
in and out among their temporary homes, while the Indian women busied themselves with the 
various duties of camp life—keeping fires burning, jerking meet, making squaw bread and 
looking after the little papooses.”370  This passage focused on the village as a spectacle for white 
visitors to roam through and the use of words such as “tepee” and “papooses” marked the space 
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as primitive and aligned with the colonial imagination of Indian authenticity.   This depiction 
highlighted the gendered labor within the Indian Village, and while the narrative illuminated the 
necessities of Indian women’s labor, it relegated Native women to a purely domestic role.  
Providing such an image of domestic Native womanhood exemplified assimilationist tactics 
encouraged by the Office of Indian Affairs that sought to turn Native women into respectable 
cooks and mothers, while still hinting at the unassimilable nature of the Native women visitors 
who prepared foods like squaw bread and chased after papooses.  This obfuscated both the 
financial and intellectual labor that Native women contributed to the Homecoming and Powwow 
weekend and perpetuated the challenges that Native women encountered in such spaces.  As 
women, they were relegated to a domestic identity within the confines of a broader, “masculine” 
sporting event.  As Native women, their domestic duties were painted in a manner that evoked 
colonial nostalgia of a primitive past.  The Indian Leader described such moments in a fashion 
that exemplified Haskell’s agenda for the Homecoming weekend: emphasize Native progress but 
maintain that the work of the OIA is yet incomplete.   
The section on the Indian Village ended in the following manner: “At the going down of 
the sun the little village had increased in population to the number of 1,200.  Osage, Cheyenne, 
Comanche, Arapaho, Winnebago, Otoe, Creeks, Quapaw, Pueblo, Navaho, Potawatomi, Crows, 
Omaha, Cherokee, Sac and Fox, and the Blackfeet were established in quarters assigned to each 
tribe, some bringing tents, tepees, lodge poles and every equipment for the modern yet primitive 
village.”371  The juxtaposition of primitive and modern encouraged by Haskell administrators 
simply through the proximity of their “civilized” students to the visiting Natives was evoked 
again.  The redundancy of this language points to the power of discourse in producing and 
perpetuating colonial ideologies of Nativeness.  And yet the author made a point to reference the 
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various Native nations that camped in the village, which countered the homogenizing practice of 
the Office of Indian Affairs that sought to dismantle the sovereignty and cultures of individual 
Native nations.  The narratives that were produced in articles such as this, then, were complex, 
and often contradictory.  This type of source underscored the ambiguity and fluidity of identity 
politics.  Within either Native ideology or the colonial imaginary, how events were perceived 
both in the moment and within collective memories was subject to change and open for debate 
and reinterpretation.  This framework allows for new possibilities that can move the analysis of 
Haskell’s Homecoming and Powwow beyond the confines of the written text documented within 
the Indian Leader and other publications and illuminates the Homecoming and Powwow as a 
critical moment in Haskell’s history with an enduring and evolving legacy.   
 Another interesting feature of the Indian Village was the allowance of white visitors to 
tour the village either in a car or on foot.  “There was no admission charge placed on the village 
and whenever the Indian guests felt they were being intruded upon by the white (sic) they were 
at liberty to speak without infringing upon any admission rights,” wrote the Leader.372  Although 
there was much praise placed on this policy, one Indian woman within the village gave a 
different interpretation in an interview with the Lawrence Journal-World: “’We are glad to have 
the white people come out to the camp, but we would appreciate a little privacy around meal 
time.  It is somewhat embarrassing to prepare a meal under the gaze of many starting eyes.’  She 
said the Indians regard the village as a place to live during their stay at Haskell and while they 
are glad to see the visitors they do consider themselves as being on display.”373  Although this is 
the perspective of just one Native woman, it was likely that she was not alone in this sentiment 
of concerns for privacy, and highlights the competing ideas of the village for the Haskell 
administrators and those who resided in the village.  This also demonstrates the shortcomings of 
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the collaboration between Haskell administrators and Native people who helped plan the event.  
Even though McDonald solicited input from Native people he worked with while fundraising for 
the stadium, he and other school officials ultimately determined the final program and the 
structure of the events.  Being on display was precisely the point of constructing an Indian 
Village that was open to the public.  Even though Haskell did not profit financially as they chose 
not to charge admission, the school and the OIA profited in a different manner.  White tourists 
were entitled to peruse the grounds of the village and experience “authentic” Indianness first 
hand.  This likely attracted non-Natives to the festivities, where they would spend their money at 
shops in town or on football tickets and reminded these tourists of the continued purpose of a 
school such as Haskell.  School officials were marginally concerned with how Native guests 
would perceive and welcome non-Native intruders, leaving Native people to either ask for 
privacy or turn to the press, as one Native woman did, to encourage the tourists to limit their 
sight-seeing desires.    
The presence of white tourists and visitors within Haskell’s Indian Village was not the 
only colonial manifestation that defined the space.  The road that was built to encircle the village 
was aptly named “Peairs Boulevard” and across the village “east and west, north and south 
Hanley, McDonald, Blair and Peters Avenues and Streets” were built.  Evidently, “coming in 
sight of the lighted arched entrance and streets at night reminded a visitor of Coney Island.”374  
Phillip Deloria writes eloquently about Indigenous containment and pacification, and how the 
containment of Native Americans within reservations ironically lead to fears of outbreak.  
Deloria asserts the meanings behind words like outbreak, rebellion, and uprising and states that 
“such words revealed a fear of Indian people escaping the spatial, economic, political, social and 
military restrictions placed on them by the reservation regime.”375  Haskell’s administration was 
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likely not concerned with the prospect of physical violence erupting within the Village, but as 
Deloria notes, “Outbreak was more rebellion than war, as much social and cultural as military, 
and intimately concerned with the extent to which Indians had or had not been assimilated or 
forcibly incorporated into American civil society.”376  Peairs Boulevard, then, metaphorically 
imposed a level of governmental control and containment over the Native visitors residing in the 
Indian Village.   
 Naming all the streets within and around the Indian Village after white Haskell 
employees explicitly asserted Haskell as an institution directly tied to the U.S. government with 
the sole purpose of educating and assimilating Native youth.377  It is both important to look at 
those who were named, as well as those who were not.  McDonald himself insisted that without 
the work of Haskell alum John Levi, it was likely the stadium would not have been built.  
Haskell employee and alum George Shawnee not only donated his own funds to the stadium, but 
also used his connection to a local Lawrence bank to help with the purchase of the land for the 
stadium.  So, why then was there no public recognition of these two men whose tireless efforts 
made the Homecoming and Powwow weekend a reality?  The answer likely lies within the fact 
that Haskell officials such as Peairs, Blair, and others viewed the new football stadium as a 
governmental triumph that proved that Indian education worked thanks to their hard work and 
benevolent interventions.  Ignoring any Native agency, then, was a strategic decision that 
privileged and validated the efforts of the U.S. government and its colonial project.  This practice 
encompassed the athletic culture that Haskell administrators envisioned throughout the school’s 
history as they continually insisted that athletic successes were representative of civilization and 
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assimilation.  An acknowledgement of Indigenous agency meant jeopardizing the belief that 
Native youth still required government intervention and training.  The Homecoming and 
Powwow furthered the government’s narrative that the display of Native “progress” validated the 
boarding school system and that sport continued to serve as a useful tool for managing Native 
bodies.   
The metaphorical surveillance of Peairs Boulevard encircling the Indian Village was 
complimented by law enforcement to literally police those who were camped in the village.  
Additional public safety help was needed given the size of the event, but administrators 
specifically wanted someone who dealt regularly with Native people.  The Office of Indian 
Affairs arranged to have Special Officer James Pyle, who worked at the Osage Agency, handle 
the event.  The OIA, specifically Commissioner Charles Burke, requested his presence a few 
days prior to the Homecoming and Powwow and asked that he remain a few days after “until the 
assembly of Indians disperse.”378  In this same correspondence Burke discussed why he wanted 
someone like Pyle as opposed to a member of the Lawrence Police Department: “in view of the 
large number of Indians and others who are expected to attend this dedication, it is important to 
have a thoroughly experienced liquor suppression officer of the Indian Service to look after the 
matter of liquor suppression.”  Burke went on to state that Pyle’s salary would be paid from a 
special appropriation created specifically for the suppression of liquor traffic among Indians.379  
Since the Homecoming and Powwow took place in the midst of Prohibition, it makes some sense 
why the government was so concerned with the sale and purchase of alcohol.  But, within this 
and other correspondence about alcohol at the Homecoming and Powwow, the government was 
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only concerned with intoxication among the Native participants.  This undoubtedly drew from 
the larger perception among white officials that alcohol was a problem within Native 
communities and could endanger the success of the event. The Topeka Capital reported that 
Secretary of the Interior Hubert Work spoke of the role that rum and whiskey has had in the 
creation of lawlessness and vice within Native communities.380  This sentiment was also captured 
in the Kansas City Times who reported that “fireless water” (soda pop) was to be served 
throughout the weekend as an alternative to alcohol.   The appointment of James Pyle and the 
concern over alcohol consumption specifically amongst the Native guests was part of a larger 
national narrative about perceived alcohol abuse among Indian peoples.   
 Despite all of this concern and worry over intoxication, Pyle reported that he only 
arrested one Native man for intoxication: “I found conditions there exceptionally good, in view 
of the fact that there were approximately 25,000 people present, representing all degrees of the 
white race, and nearly every known tribe of Indians.  Only three or four persons were observed 
in the Haskell Indian Village in an intoxicated condition, one of which I found necessary to 
arrest and place in jail.”381  In fact, within Pyle’s longer report of the Homecoming and Powwow 
weekend, he primarily documents his efforts to locate white people within Lawrence that were 
illegally distributing liquor, of which he found several.  Pyle complained that the Lawrence 
police were a bit lax in enforcing liquor laws, but that overall alcohol was causing few, if any, 
issues within Lawrence and at Haskell Institute.382  Ironically, Pyle’s pursuits to locate the sellers 
of alcohol took him away from Haskell’s campus for several hours, so while he was technically 
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doing his job to suppress alcohol consumption, he spent most of his time off the campus he was 
hired to police.383   
The Homecoming and Powwow Program: Understanding the Events 
 
 
 
Figure 3.  Photo of the Homecoming and Powwow schedule of events.  Haskell Homecoming and Powwow Official 
Program.  Courtesy of the Haskell Indian Nations University Cultural Center and Museum. 
 
According to the program distributed to attendees of the Homecoming and Powwow, the 
schedule of events included a multitude of events, varying from displays of entertainment to a 
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feast and dedication, in addition to the main event: the Haskell-Bucknell football game.  It is 
important to see these events as both separate entities as well as a collective program as this 
allows for a more nuanced understanding of the program and the significance of each event.  For 
example, although not much was written about the downtown entertainment provided by 
Lawrence merchants, the fact that such an event occurred is important.  For most of Haskell’s 
history, the student body was continually tasked with entertaining the townspeople of Lawrence 
and patronizing its businesses.  Now, that role was reversed as Lawrence businessmen and 
women acted as hosts to their new guests.  Some of the local businesses even took out ads in the 
official Homecoming and Powwow program that highlighted their support of Haskell Institute 
and its students and alums.  Lawrence Steam Laundry offered a special deal for suit presses for 
those in town for the event, and Newmark’s (a women’s clothing shop) published an ad 
welcoming back “Old Grads” and congratulated “the Indians on the completion of Haskell’s new 
stadium.”  Another ad published by the Eberhardt Construction Company expressed gratitude for 
being part of the stadium construction and referred to itself as “builders of Haskell stadium.”  
Importantly, though, as historian Ray Schmidt notes, “A major element in keeping the cost down 
was the use of labor provided by male Indian students, especially those who lived at the school 
through the summer break.”384  The Haskell stadium had many builders, and the free labor 
provided by Haskell students allowed for the hiring of a construction company such as 
Eberhardt. 
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Figure 4.  Taken from the Haskell Homecoming and Powwow Official Program.  Courtesy of the Haskell Indian 
Nations University Museum and Cultural Center. 
 
Whether these businesses were simply trying to capitalize on the vast influx of people to 
Lawrence, genuinely show support for the school and its students, or some combination of both, 
this display of collegiality between the residents of Lawrence and Haskell Institute was another 
example of the supposed symbiotic relationship between the townspeople and Haskell Institute. 
One of the first major events put on for the Homecoming and Powwow spectators was 
the student performance of Hiawatha.  Held in the evening of the first full day of the 
Homecoming and Powwow festivities, the performance represented both a moment of continuity 
within Haskell’s history and a slight departure from it.  Based on the poem by Henry 
Wordsworth Longfellow, Hiawatha is a hero’s journey epic that centers on Hiawatha, a 15th 
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century Onondaga Iroquois man, and his journey from childhood to his apparent demise at the 
hands of American colonists.  In Haskell’s interpretation, the play was broken up into five acts: 
Gitche Manito and the Warring Tribes, Hiawatha, Hiawatha’s Wooing, the Wedding Feast, and 
The Famine.385  The significance of the event during the Homecoming and Powwow weekend 
does not concern the actual theatrical performance, but rather what the performance symbolized 
for the students and the spectators.  Every year at commencement, Haskell students performed 
Hiawatha to an audience made up of Haskell administrators and Lawrence townspeople, so this 
was typically a performance that students put on for a white audience.  Thus, it was unsurprising 
to see Hiawatha on the program of the Homecoming and Powwow.  But what was different for 
this particular performance of Hiawatha were those in the audience.  The usual audience 
members such as Haskell administrators, faculty, and Lawrence townspeople were present, but 
so were hundreds of Native spectators eager to see their children or relatives perform.  According 
to the Indian Leader, “The production of Hiawatha in the Haskell stadium during the recent 
home-coming was the most ambitious performance ever given at the institute.  The new 
dramatization, produced on a large scale for the first time, naturally emphasized the pageantry of 
Longfellow’s poem even more than it enhanced the dramatic qualities of the episode.”386  The 
stadium, then, allowed for greater theatrical interpretation and performance, and altered the 
traditional spectatorship of the student-led production by indigenizing the audience who viewed 
the theatrical effort.  Much like the Lawrence merchants entertaining Native guests, this 
performance of Hiawatha diverged from what was typically the norm at Haskell and imbued new 
meaning into this particular performance.   
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 The presence of Native spectators alone did not necessarily change the colonial 
implications of a play such as Hiawatha.  Historian Kim Warren notes that “although the parade 
and play allowed students the rare opportunity to wear Native American costumes and traditional 
attire at school, the act of dressing in Indian costumes did not necessarily allow them to reclaim 
Native American cultural identities.  In fact, most of the costumes had to be rented.”387  The 
official program actually referenced the costumes and stated: “Our best costumes are from 
Lyon’s Indian Curio Store, Clinton, Nebr.  Our Ojibway costumes are furnished by Albert G. 
Heath, Harbor Springs, Mich.”388  There is a particular irony at play here (literally and 
metaphorically) in which Native students at Haskell wear rented Indian costumes in order to 
capture the authenticity of Longfellow’s poem.  Nellie Barnes, a Haskell student who did the 
write-up on the performance that was published in the Leader, referenced this authenticity in an 
interesting manner: “On considering the scale of the performance attained under present 
limitations, one can only hope that means will be increasingly available for Mrs. Wenrich to add 
to her scene and to her interpretation of the poem still further authentic material from Indian life 
and customs.”389  Despite the fact that Hiawatha is a performance about Native peoples that was 
performed at Haskell by Native students for a primarily Native audience (in this instance), there 
were still doubts about its authenticity and a hope that improvements will be made in the future.  
Perhaps this question of authenticity should be directed at Longfellow’s poem rather than the 
Haskell performance, and it is important to note that Warren’s critique and the general colonial 
implications of the play should not overshadow the significance of this particular production of 
Hiawatha.  Agency is not always synonymous with power or control but is sometimes an 
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instance in which contestation is subtle and perhaps overlooked.  The space of the Haskell 
stadium transformed the 1926 Haskell rendition of Hiawatha by not only offering more physical 
room to include more student performers, but also provided the students with the chance to 
collaborate and perform for a group of people that were not objectifying or exoticizing their 
existence.   
At 10:00 am on Friday, October 29th, the morning after the performance of Hiawatha, 
Haskell students and some of the Native visitors participated in a parade through downtown 
Lawrence.  One of the purposes of the parade was meant to emphasize Indian education and 
display the “progress” of the Haskell student body.  According to the Leader, “Led by the 
Haskell Band the line of march was from South Park north on Massachusetts Street to Sixth 
Street and then doubling back on Massachusetts, the parade being in order south to Nineteenth 
Street.”390  This route went right through the heart of downtown Lawrence, ensuring that all local 
shop owners and townspeople would not be able to miss out on the sights of the parade.  A 
delegation of Blackfeet, on horseback, followed the band, current Haskell students were next in 
the procession, with Haskell alumni behind them, and the various floats closing out the parade.  
The Lawrence Journal-World documented the parade, stating that “the Blackfeet looking as 
stately as only an Indian can, were a splendid sight on the big brown cavalry horses.  The men 
rode in single file back of the band, all in full ceremonial costume.  As one person remarked 
what impressive view it would have made in the old days to see a cavalcade of several hundred 
attending a tribal powwow.  The Indians from the North possessed a dignity that, added to their 
dress, presented a strong side of their character.”391  The colonial nostalgia that so many white 
Americans felt in the early stages of the twentieth century was represented here, along with the 
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notion of the noble savage.  It is telling for a spectator to remark about what a sight it must have 
been to see the Blackfeet travel en-masse to a tribal event when that exact event was playing out 
in front of them.  Most white spectators, then, likely viewed this parade as a staged display of a 
vanishing culture—something to be admired but not taken seriously as a contemporary act of 
sovereignty.   
 The intentions behind the floats that current Haskell students rode in the parade left little 
to the imagination by explicitly referencing the theme of emphasizing Indian education.  Local 
journalists provided their own opinions on the floats, stating that “it would be difficult to say 
which float was the best.  But the ones that probably presented the idea behind Haskell Institute 
the best were those of the normal department and the hospital.  Both represented the service to 
the Indian people that Haskell gives.  The normal institute float presented on one side the Indians 
of early times, without education to-day, and the Haskell student of to-day, with classrooms, 
books, and instructors to aid him on the other.”392  The image of the Normal (teaching) 
Department’s float brought this depiction to life, as it demonstrated the juxtaposition of 
“primitive” and “modern” Native identities that Haskell administrators wanted on display.  
Moreover, the float itself was covered in American flags and other patriotic décor, underscoring 
the particular role that education played in the creation of the ideal U.S. citizen.  
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Figure 5. The Normal Departments Float During the Homecoming Parade, The Indian Leader, October 29, 1926, 
Vol. XXX, No. 6, p. 10. 
 
  It is not happenstance that the Normal Department float imbued such a patriotic and 
colonial message because the Office of Indian Affairs firmly believed that education was one of 
the only ways to assimilate Native populations.  The Normal Department did not just represent 
the role of white educators and their part in the assimilation project.  It also highlighted the place 
of Haskell students as future educators, one of the few documented opportunities for educated 
Natives in the 1920s.  In fact, by the 1920s, many of the graduates of Haskell’s Normal 
Department went into the Indian service and taught at various Indian boarding and day schools.  
The presence of Native teachers within schools run by the federal government poses some 
interesting questions and complicates the marginalizing narrative of Indian education.  For 
example, Haskell student, Esther Horne, remarked on the influence Native teachers like Ella 
Deloria and Ruth Muskrat Bronson had on her understanding of performing “Indianness,” 
particularly in front of whites: “They [Deloria and Bronson] wanted us to be proud of who we 
were as Indian people and as boarding school students but also to be comfortable explaining our 
identity to the non-Indian world…With Ruth and Ella as our Indian mentors, these excursions 
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became an expression of our Indianness that may not otherwise have been possible.”393  This 
approach blurred the colonial power dynamic as Haskell students relied on Indian mentors and 
teachers to navigate the complexities of their subjectivities as boarding school students and 
Native peoples.  In particular, this float represented the manifestation of multiple ideas on Indian 
education, identity politics, and Native agency.  Although Haskell administrators intended for the 
sole narrative to be one of assimilation and progress, its Normal Department actually served as a 
space for negotiation, contestation, and resistance of colonial ideology and practice by 
demonstrating the possible future for Native students. 
In the evening following the parade, the much-anticipated dance contest and exposition 
was held in the stadium.  Just before the dancing commenced, a group of Haskell boys and girls 
performed their competitive drills, which, like the performance of Hiawatha, was typically done 
during Commencement week.394  Although the Indian Leader provided no write-up of the drills, 
the Kansas City Times did reference them, stating, “Seventy-five Haskell girls in black bloomers 
and white blouses did the dance of health—gymnastics—for the benefit of the big chiefs.  They 
marched, formed a giant letter H; did sitting up exercises.”395  It is unsurprising that this event 
focused primarily on the health and bodies of the Haskell women.  This was one of the few times 
throughout the Homecoming and Powwow weekend that Haskell’s female students had an active 
role and singular performance without male accompaniment.  The only other event that featured 
only Haskell’s female students was the beauty contest. Although boarding school education also 
scrutinized the bodies of the male students, particular attention and emphasis was placed on 
women because the embodiment of Victorian femininity was symbolic of progress and 
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assimilation.  According to boarding school historian K. Tsianina Lomawaima, “The 
regimentation of the external body was the essential sign of a new life, of a successful 
transformation.”396 Consequently, while the reference to the Haskell women in bloomers during 
their drill seems innocuous and irrelevant, they actually represent a broader and more complex 
history surrounding women’s bodies and mobility. 
 For white women in the early twentieth century, bloomers were a freeing article of 
clothing that allowed for greater mobility, especially within physical culture and athletic spaces.  
Although scandalous at first, bloomers and other gym suits were eventually accepted and 
“though physically liberating, still permitted a sense of femininity.”397  However, Lomawaima 
paints a different picture about bloomers that does not necessarily align with the history of 
liberation and new womanhood that white women perpetuated in the twentieth century.  Through 
a collection of oral histories, Lomawaima found that several Native women who attended various 
U.S. Indian boarding schools disliked their government issued bloomers and found creative ways 
to avoid wearing them.  For instance, one Chilocco alum, Maureen, said that many women 
would put the bloomers on over their home pants, and once inspection was complete they would 
remove the bloomers.  Some students even cut the legs off the bloomers and would show the top 
of the bloomers during inspection.  Maureen did point out that eventually, regardless of the 
creativity, they got caught ditching the bloomers.398   Students likely hated the bloomers for a 
variety of reasons, but, importantly, the strict dress code and daily inspections left boarding 
school women with little choice but to comply.  Therefore, unlike white women who actively 
chose to wear bloomers, this article of clothing represented coercion, marginalization, and 
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discomfort for Native women.  So, as Haskell women performed calisthenics in their black 
bloomers before white and Native spectators during the Homecoming weekend, they embodied 
two competing narratives of womanhood.  Haskell administrators hoped that this display would 
elucidate the “progress” of their female students.  Instead this performance represented a moment 
of contestation over gendered policing and expectation that also contributes to broader histories 
of physical cultures and femininity. 
After the competitive drills were completed, the dance contests and exhibitions began.  
Interestingly, the Indian Leader only provided a very brief write-up of the dances, which may 
have been an intentional choice given the politics surrounding Indian dancing at the time.  The 
only information that the Leader provided was which dances were performed, who performed 
them, and who won the various contests.399  Other local papers, though, dutifully recorded the 
dances, and Frank McDonald also recounted the dances in his book about John Levi.  In fact, 
McDonald took responsibility for having the idea to hold the dance contests and exhibition: “It 
was out in the Kiowa country west of Carnegie, Oklahoma that I became certain we should hold 
The American Indian National Dancing Contest at the Stadium Dedication.”400  Given the 
amount of time he spent in Indian country soliciting donations, McDonald was relatively familiar 
with a variety of Native dances.  For instance, the first dance performed in Haskell’s stadium was 
the Osage women’s peace dance, which McDonald saw at the Osage Round House in Hominy 
and asked for them to perform at Haskell.401  The second dance was the Eagle Dance performed 
by the Potawatomi, which McDonald had also previously seen, and claimed was the “most 
beautiful and well accepted by the ten thousand in attendance.”  Next came the War Dance 
presented by members of the Blackfeet Nation, followed by the King of Birds’ dance performed 
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by the Santa Clara Pueblo.  Rounding out the exhibition portion of the dance show was a 
performance by three young boys and one young girl.  According to McDonald, one of the boys 
was only four years old, though he does not provide any other information about the performers 
or the dance that they exhibited.402   
 After the dance exhibitions the dance contest ensued, which was judged by ten tribal 
chiefs selected by McDonald.  Ponca Indian Augustus McDonald won the war dance cup, Chief 
White Cloud, an Iowa Indian, won the old Indian dancing contest, and August McDonald was 
also victorious in the fancy dancing contest.  There was some disagreement over August 
McDonald’s victory in the fancy dance contest, as the judges were split five to five after all the 
participants performed.  The two finalists, August McDonald and Eugene Standing Bear (a 
former Haskell student), performed again, but the judges were still split.  Ultimately, after Frank 
McDonald told the judges that if a decision was not reached they would flip a coin to determine 
the winner, August McDonald won by a score of six votes to four.403   
Apart from the football game, the dance exhibitions and contests were the most explicitly 
political and electrifying events of the Homecoming and Powwow weekend.  The inclusion of 
these dances in the program directly opposed the precedent set by Commissioner Charles Burke, 
and certainly caused some distress and disdain amongst various missionaries and other 
“concerned” white citizens.  Although Frank McDonald takes credit for the idea of holding the 
dance contest in the stadium, it is imperative to consider the role that Native people had in 
influencing McDonald.  When reflecting on his time spent in Oklahoma, McDonald wrote, “I 
had been in Oklahoma most of the time for two years securing donations in order to make the 
Stadium a reality.  It soon became apparent to me that the Indians loved to dance.  The young 
people would join in a ‘49er’ dance while the older Indians participated in ceremonial dances 
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that had been passed along from generation to generation.  However, all of them enjoyed the war 
dance but the one they all really loved was the fancy dance.”404  Despite the precarious 
circumstances that often surrounded McDonald’s fundraising tactics, the relationships that he 
fostered and cultivated amongst the Quapaw, Osage, and others directly influenced the creation 
of the Powwow and Homecoming program.  This is not to give credit to McDonald, but rather to 
emphasize the ways that Native peoples used their relationship with McDonald to ensure that 
their cultures and identities would be performed on their own terms.  Pushing for the inclusion of 
dancing in the program was a tremendous act of resistance against the Office of Indian Affairs, 
which adds deeper meaning and importance to the performances themselves.  Even though the 
OIA and Haskell administrators rationalized the dancing on the basis of financial investments 
and the juxtaposition of the “primitive” with the “modern,” these performances on the land of an 
Indian boarding school signals a critical moment in Haskell’s history.  Because, in this moment, 
the student body and their respective communities, together, refuted colonial logics of bodily 
control and coercion.405   
On Saturday morning, October 30th, a free buffalo meat bar-b-que was held in the Indian 
Village for anyone (including Lawrence townspeople and other white visitors) to attend.  
Although the idea to hold a bar-b-que was put forward by Frank McDonald and an Osage man, 
Louis Bighorse, it is unclear whose idea it was to have the bar-b-que feature buffalo meat.  
Nevertheless, the decision was made, and McDonald, assisted by J.E. Shields, purchased four 
buffalo at $150 each from the Rainy Mountain Game Reserve in Lawton, Oklahoma.406  
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Interestingly, in the official program for the Homecoming, how the buffalo was selected differs 
slightly from McDonald’s own account.  In the program, it says, “These buffalo were secured 
from the Wichita Mountain Game Reserve near Cache, Oklahoma in the Kiowa and Comanche 
Indian Country.  They were selected by a committee of old Indians who had their pick of a large 
herd.”407  It is certainly possible that McDonald forgot or misremembered the name of the game 
reserve, but he never mentions anyone other than himself and Shields in the selection process.  
McDonald’s writing style had a flare for the dramatic, and he frequently took credit for all things 
pertaining to the stadium and Haskell’s athletic success.  So, it is likely that he did not himself 
select the buffalo but chose to take credit for it in his book.  Or, the program is incorrect, but 
Haskell administrators wanted to play up the authenticity of the bar-b-que.  It is much more 
sensational and romantic for the public to think that the buffalo hand selected by Native men as 
opposed to Haskell employee Frank McDonald.  Unfortunately, there is no way to know for 
certain which account is correct, but this discrepancy raises interesting questions about why 
McDonald and Haskell officials were keen on featuring buffalo meat as opposed to beef, 
venison, or poultry. 
In the days leading up to the Homecoming and Powwow, the buffalo arrived via railroad, 
and created quite a stir in town: “the press carried pictures not only locally but in Kansas City 
and Topeka.  This was the first of hundreds of pictures to be made of our colorful Indian guests 
as well as those distinguished officials from Washington and elsewhere in the United States.”408  
Coupling the arrival of the buffalo along with the word “colorful” to describe the Native visitors 
sensationalizes and exoticizes those who traveled to Lawrence for the weekend festivities.  
Moreover, McDonald showed reverence for those who came from the Office of Indian Affairs 
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(distinguished officials) but does not pay the same respect for the Native men and women who 
attended.  Although McDonald considered himself a friend to many Native people, his position 
as an employee of Haskell and the OIA and his subjectivity as a white man in the 1920s should 
not be overlooked.  Despite the fact that McDonald recounted these events several decades later, 
these memories matter.  I argue that the Haskell Homecoming and Powwow of 1926 was more 
than just a singular event within the school’s history.  The memories and enduring legacy of the 
event continue to inform and shape ideologies surrounding indigeneity, performance, and 
empire. 
Even though the idea for the bar-b-cque was a collaboration between McDonald and 
Louis Bighorse, Haskell administrators saw the event as another part of their goal to showcase 
Native “traditions” that their students do not take part in.  The Kansas City Times noted with 
irony that many of the Native guests had not actually had buffalo meat prior to the bar-b-que.  
This was a reality likely caused by the scarcity of buffalo in the twentieth century, as well as the 
fact that buffalo meat was not a staple in all Native communities.409  The Indian Leader 
dedicated two pages to a story called “The Indian and the Buffalo,” which detailed the meaning 
of buffalo within the Omaha nation and the various ceremonies and rituals performed before and 
after hunting expeditions.410  Although no author was listed for this particular article, the 
intention appears to be both educational and a nostalgic reflection on the Omaha’s past.  The 
article was written entirely in the past tense, and the only reference to the contemporary refers to 
the current state of buffalo herds.  This article, then, perpetuated the narrative of the vanishing 
Indian and traditional Native practices and played on colonial nostalgia of the wild west.  It is 
also necessary to note the space in which the meal took place, which was within the Indian 
Village and not in the stadium.  It likely would have been a challenge to prepare the food in the 
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stadium, especially with the other events going on like the dance exhibitions and contests, but it 
is still significant that the bar-b-que was held in the space created for Haskell’s Native visitors. 
Even though non-Natives were allowed entrance to the bar-b-que, which illuminates the bar-b-
que as an exotic spectacle, the meal was an important moment of showcasing Indigenous labor 
and knowledge, even if the intentions behind the bar-b-que were to make visible colonial 
narratives of nostalgia.   
There was also an interesting gender dynamic surrounding the bar-b-que and the actual 
cooking and preparations for the feast.  As noted in the Indian Leader, “Commencing before 
daylight on Friday morning Mr. Louis Bighorse and a large corps of women whom he had asked 
to help him started preparing four buffaloes and four beeves for the barbecue to be given 
Saturday morning.”  The Official program also discussed the meal preparation, stating, “Mr. 
Bighorse will have a large number of Indian women from various tribes who are experts in 
cooking squaw bread.”411  Like several other aspects of the stadium fundraising, event planning, 
and actual events of the Homecoming and Powwow, the bar-b-que would not have gone 
smoothly, or even happened at all, had it not been for the free labor of Native women in 
attendance.  Although the reporting on the bar-b-que gave most of the credit to Louis Bighorse 
(and McDonald taking credit for the idea and the purchase of the buffalo), the presence and work 
of Native women was central to the production of the event.  Interestingly, there were two other 
references to Native women cooking in the Indian Leader’s Homecoming edition.  The first was 
a reference to the Indian Village in which Native women were “keeping fires burning, jerking 
meat, making squaw bread…” and again in the article about buffalo, which claimed that Omaha 
women prepared the buffalo meat after they were killed.412  Why, then, when it came to the bar-
                                               
411 Indian Leader, Vol. XXX, no. 6-9, October 29, 1926, 6; 1926 Haskell Homecoming and Powwow Program, Haskell 
Indian Nations University Cultural Center and Museum, Lawrence, Kansas. 
412Indian Leader, Vol. XXX, no. 6-9, October 29, 1926, 7, 22. 
  
203 
b-que at Haskell was the meat prepared by Louis Bighorse and not by Native women?  Sadly, the 
women who assisted Louis Bighorse were not named, making it difficult to know which Native 
nations they were citizens of.  It is probable that many of the women were Osage like Bighorse, 
but, if the reporting in the official program is accurate, the bar-b-que preparations were a 
moment of inter-tribal relations and community building.  Similar to modern tail-gating today, 
this bar-b-que served as the transition between the Powwow and the Homecoming football game.   
Before the kick-off of the game a special dedication program was held that featured 
various speeches from Haskell administrators and politicians.  Those that spoke were current 
Haskell superintendent Clyde Blair, long-time Haskell superintendent H.B. Peairs, Kansas 
Congressman Charles Curtis, current Haskell student William Jacobs, Secretary of the Interior 
Hubert Work, and finally, Reverend Henry Roe Cloud concluded the dedication with a prayer.  
Each speaker discussed the significance of the stadium and its great importance to Haskell’s past, 
present, and future.  H.B. Peairs noted that the stadium was representative of the successes of 
Indian education, and the pride that alums have in their school: “This beautiful stadium is 
evidence of their love for Haskell Institute and all it stands for.  The students of Haskell are 
scattered all over this Nation, holding positions of responsibility, maintaining standards of right 
living, developing homes which are safe units for American citizenship.”413  Much of what 
Peairs said in this speech echoed his many pleas for donations in the two years leading up to this 
event.  It is unsurprising that he continued the rhetoric of the stadium as symbolic of productive 
citizenship via education.     
After Peairs concluded, Congressman Charles Curtis, himself of Kiowa decent and a 
contributor to the stadium fund, presented the stadium to Haskell student William Jacobs, Sioux 
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from South Dakota, who accepted the stadium on behalf of the entire Haskell student body.  
Jacobs began his brief speech in a bold and forceful manner, stating:  
“The Indians are on the warpath to-day.  The greatest powwow in the history of the 
American Indian is in progress, and the greatest drama of Indian life is being acted 
before your eyes to-day.  I repeat, Mr. Chairman, that the Indians are on the 
warpath, but to-day there is no cause for anyone to fear, for they are going to war 
against ignorance, superstition, and incompetence.  We have come to-day, to 
dedicate the greatest work of the American Indian, by the American Indian, for the 
American Indian.”414 
The invocation of “warpath” is an interesting yet powerful choice.  It highlights residual white 
fears of outbreak and violence while simultaneously refuting the legitimacy of those fears.  
Moreover, Jacobs does not ruminate on the importance of a “modern” education like the 
speakers before him.  He instead focused on the meaning of the stadium within the American 
Indian community.  This is also another instance in which the structure of the stadium is referred 
to along inter-tribal lines, showcasing it as both important to individual Native nations and the 
Indian community in general.   
Jacobs then goes into more detail about the importance and meaning of the stadium : “the 
world in general, will soon forget the words which we may say here to-day, but the Indians will 
never forget what we say, and the students of Haskell will see to it that it will never be forgotten 
what we are doing here to-day.”  Furthermore, “Haskell will give an account of herself in this 
stadium, as only Haskell can.  Their opponents will be able to tell the world this.”415  Jacobs’ 
statements spoke to an Indigenous futurity as represented by the stadium.  Even though time 
would pass and the events of the first Homecoming and Powwow would fade into memories, the 
stadium would still stand.   The meaning of the stadium within Native communities would not 
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dissipate.  The stadium allowed for the constant emphasis of Native identities via athletic 
contests, because even though the athletes at Haskell technically represented a U.S. institution, 
competing within the Indian-funded and constructed stadium privileged the athletes’ 
positionalities as Native men and women first.  Lastly, Jacobs concluded his speech in the 
following manner: “When we look upon this wonderful stadium, donated to us by our own 
people, we are justly proud, Mr. Chairman, to say that we are American Indians.  We can not 
help but think that this great work has given the Indian a recognition by his fellow Americans 
that time can not erase, and believe that this is the greatest and perhaps the last milestone we 
shall have to pass on our way from incompetence to unrestricted citizenship.”416  The speech 
given by Jacobs is encapsulated by the cover image of the official Homecoming and Powwow 
program, which shows an adult Native man handing the stadium to a young Indian child.   
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Figure 6.  Cover of the Haskell Homecoming and Powwow Official Program.  Courtesy of the Haskell Indian 
Nations Cultural Center and Museum. 
 
Although it is unclear who drew this image, it is somewhat surprising that Haskell 
officials allowed for the drawing to serve as the program cover because of the way the Indian 
child is drawn.  But the drawing made tangible the comments by Jacobs by showing the stadium 
as an inter-and-intra-Indian creation, and one that was devoid of government intervention.  Yet, 
the government and Haskell officials certainly had an active role in the stadium campaign and 
fundraising.  Jacobs concept of “unrestricted citizenship” is key to understanding the stadium as 
both a physical site and a place of resistance that never crossed the minds of OIA officials and 
Haskell employees.  Officials did concern themselves with the citizenship status of Native 
individuals, but only to figure out the proper approach of fund solicitation.  Jacobs argued that 
the stadium was representative of the need for the removal of citizenship restrictions.  He 
  
207 
concluded that it was time for the U.S. government to accept and respect the needs and desires of 
Native peoples and remove restrictive and obtrusive barriers on Native citizenship. 
The inaugural Homecoming and Powwow weekend came to a close on Saturday 
afternoon with the football game between Haskell Institute and Bucknell University.  Haskell 
dominated Bucknell, decisively earning its victory with a final score of 36-to-0.417  The Leader’s 
account of the game provides interesting rhetoric that at times plays into common stereotypes, 
but also infers a strong sense of Native pride and agency.  For instance, the brief article starts by 
stating, “The ancient inspirational music of the Indian, the rhythmic tones of the drum, was still 
in the air when the modern note of the referee’s whistle sent Haskell’s braves against an invading 
white foe.”418  Juxtaposing the Indian spectators’ “primitive” styles of cheering with the 
“modern” whistle blown by the white official provide an example of a journalistic account of 
white expectations of Native people.  But, looking past the racialized rhetoric put forward by this 
particular reporter, is the significance of Native spectators at a Haskell football game on 
Haskell’s own campus.  Never before had the Haskell football team been able to compete in 
front of such a large audience of Native fans or classmates.  The typical consumer of Haskell 
football was disrupted, creating new possibilities for the meaning of the football game.  Even 
though the Indian Leader did not publish a direct account from a Native fan about the football 
game, we can look beyond written records and published accounts to discern what this event 
meant to all parties involved and illuminate the multiplicity of meaning imparted into this 
particular sporting event.   
As typical as the article starts, it ends in a manner that breaks from that dialogue: “the 
performance of the entire squad was the eloquent expression of thanks on the part of the school 
to the older Indians who built the stadium and a fitting climax for the week of reunion and 
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homecoming at Haskell.”419  The use of the phrase “eloquent expression” pushes the football 
game beyond the realm of the gridiron, and indicates that the game was more than just a sporting 
event: it was an actual expression of Indian pride, agency, and achievement.  According to Philip 
Deloria, “Sports became a critical part of the expectations haunting American culture during the 
early twentieth century—and no less critical to an unexpectedly modern inter-Indian cultural 
system.  The same fifty-five yard pass could carry multiple meanings for both Indians and non-
Indians; some were shared, some were not.”420  Haskell’s game versus Bucknell was ultimately 
not competitive, which was unsurprising given that the Haskell football team was ranked fourth 
in the country.421  But, the victory was simultaneously unexceptional and exceptional.  The score 
may have been expected, but, as documented by the last two chapters, the existence of the 
Haskell stadium where the game took place was not an inevitability.  Although Peairs, 
McDonald, Shawnee, and others were confident that the stadium would be funded and built, 
there were numerous moments where the fate of the stadium project came perilously close to 
disaster.  There was no guarantee that Native spectators would make the trip to Haskell’s campus 
and participate in the Homecoming and Powwow events.  But, as I have shown, the stadium was 
built, and thousands of Native peoples came to Lawrence to celebrate the completion of their 
own project and, for many in attendance, witness the Haskell footballers in action for the first 
time. 
Although the purpose of Haskell’s stadium was to house football games and other 
sporting events, this chapter has spent a great deal of time uncovering the meaning and 
significance behind the numerous proceedings at Haskell’s Homecoming and Powwow of 1926.  
This is not to downplay the importance of football at Haskell, but rather to highlight the 
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metaphorical interpretations of the Haskell stadium.  In particular, coupling the history of how 
the stadium was funded with the events of the Homecoming and Powwow allows for the 
argument that the Haskell stadium fundamentally transformed the campus of Haskell Institute.  
The school had always been a space fraught with tensions between colonial power and Native 
agency, and Haskell administrators worked hard to quell expressions of Native sovereignty and 
culture.  But, through the funding and construction of the stadium, that part of Haskell’s campus 
became uniquely Indigenous regardless of its affiliation with the school.  Although Haskell 
administrators would likely never have admitted that the ownership of the stadium rested in the 
hands of the Native donors (in fact, that is why Ruth Quapaw’s complaint was so worrisome) the 
stadium represented the cultural relationship between Native nations and Haskell’s student body.  
As the educational arc of Haskell Institute has changed significantly since 1926, going from 
federal Indian boarding school to a Native American tribal university, the stadium has remained 
a fixture on its campus, representing Haskell’s own exploitative colonial history as well as the 
endurance and survivance of the student’s that attended.     
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CONCLUSION 
 
In the immediate years following Haskell’s inaugural Homecoming and Powwow, the 
school continued to enjoy success on the football field.  The school hired the popular head coach, 
William “Lone Star” Dietz, who claimed to be of Sioux heritage, who went on to have a 
successful coaching career with the professional football team, the Boston Braves.  However, by 
the early 1930s, Haskell’s football success rapidly declined.  While George Shawnee and other 
Haskell alums blamed Haskell’s new head coach, Gus Welch, for the sudden struggles of the 
football program, John Bloom articulates a number of other contributing factors.  New 
restrictions on enrollment age was a devastating blow to the school’s football squad, as the 
school could no longer enroll students over the age of twenty-one by 1932.  This also meant that 
the school could no longer keep good football players continuously enrolled by moving them 
from one vocational program to another as had been done in the past.422  Although alums and 
school officials were dismayed at the lack of success Haskell experienced on the football field, 
“officials from the BIA expressed both relief and support for the elimination of college 
competition.”  By 1939, the BIA broke completely from collegiate athletics and returned to the 
model of supporting and promoting intramural sports.423   
With the abolishment of intercollegiate athletics at various federally-run boarding 
schools, much of the focus centered on the loss of prestigious men’s programs such as the 
Haskell football team.  Affective responses that lamented the demise of these programs was 
understandable given the prominence such programs enjoyed for close to forty years.  Within the 
loss of big-time collegiate men’s athletics, Native women’s voices re-emerged and captured the 
continued meaning of sport and physical culture for Native communities within and beyond the 
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boarding school setting.  When Haskell graduate Lucille Winnie joined the Indian Service after 
her graduation, she was assigned to teach at the Mount Pleasant Indian Industrial Boarding 
school, located in Mount Pleasant, Michigan.  Although Winnie was used to the boarding school 
setting, the adjustment from Haskell to the school in Mount Pleasant was not always an easy one: 
“There were times when I grew very bored; and when I did, I’d take off for the gymnasium and 
join a physical ed class in a game of basketball.”  Winnie continued, “The teachers were always 
understanding and, if they needed me, would send a messenger to the gym to get me.”424  The 
following year, Winnie was transferred to another Indian school in Pipestone, Minnesota where 
she continued to use sport to build relationships with others and carve out moments for herself 
from an otherwise demanding job.  Winnie recounted that when she arrived at Pipestone, she was 
reunited with an old friend who invited her to be his tennis partner.  Evidently, the other men at 
the school had never allowed a woman to play in their tournaments and they were not too keen to 
let Winnie break this precedent.  This did not stop Winnie though, who recalled, “Knowing that I 
wasn’t too welcome, I was more determined to show off my prowess on the courts.  I would get 
up early, and my partner and I would get in a few games of singles before breakfast.”425  Winnie 
and her partner won the school doubles tournament, and although the men were not happy about 
it, she felt they had finally, albeit reluctantly, accepted her and her athletic talents.  
 While in Pipestone, Winnie worked towards her physical education degree along with 
attending to her duties as a school teacher at the boarding school.  In the spare time she had, she 
could always be found in the gymnasium playing games of basketball with the school’s girls’ 
team.  According to Winnie, the school’s physical education director was also the basketball 
coach, but she struggled with her coaching duties as she had little knowledge of the game of 
basketball.  This surprised Winnie as she assumed that a woman trained in physical education 
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would also have a firm understanding of the game of women’s basketball.  Fortunately for 
Winnie, the coach recognized her own struggles and suggested that Winnie take over coaching 
duties and in return, the former coach would teach Winnie’s night classes.426  In the following 
year, Winnie remained as the girls’ basketball coach and hoped to finish her degree in physical 
education.  Unfortunately, health problems prohibited her from completing her degree in 
physical education and she went on to have a long career working for the U.S. Civil Service after 
leaving the Pipestone school. 
 Crow woman Alma Hogan Snell also fondly remembered her experiences with athletics 
as a student at the Crow Agency public school in the 1930s.  At first, Snell participated in track 
and was especially good at the high jump and hurdles.  Her father bought her a tennis racket in 
hopes that she would pursue the sport, but she lacked a court to play on, so she turned her 
attention to the sport of basketball.427  According to Snell, “We were good.  I’m telling you we 
hardly missed a shot; we put it up there.  We got to be so advanced in the game that we played 
independent games, independent girls’ teams from Hardin and other places.”428  Unlike Winnie 
who faced adversity competing against men at Pipestone, Snell remembered what it was like 
playing against some of the basketball teams comprised of white women.  “I remember one time 
some Hardin girls got mad at us because we were making baskets and getting ahead of them,” 
Snell wrote, “This one girl scratched my arms while I was holding the ball.  She just came and 
scratched up my arm.”429  Snell responded to the mistreatment by passing the ball off to a 
teammate and slapping the opponent that scratched her.  Both were taken out of the game and 
Snell remembered feeling shame at her retaliatory behavior.  Despite her love of basketball, or 
perhaps because of her love for basketball, Snell encountered a similar fate to that of Lucille 
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Winnie: “We played so much ball and practiced so hard, I sort of overdid my heart.  I had a 
flutteration to it and the doctor told me I mustn’t over do it or get tired, so I had to stop playing 
basketball.”430  Although disappointed that she had to abandon her athletic endeavors due to 
health concerns, Snell enjoyed participating in school plays and musicals and ultimately 
dedicated much of her life to working as an advocate for the Crow nation. 
 Another Crow woman, Agnes Yellowtail Deernose, shared similar stories to that of 
Winnie and Snell.  Prior to going to school, Agnes and her friends would compete in foot races 
and convince their parents or grandparents to help determine the winners of the races.431  Once at 
the mission school that she attended, Deernose spoke about what it was like playing on a team 
with other Native women, and that she especially enjoyed competing against white women.432  
After the mission school, Deernose attended her local high school where she played on a team 
with both Native and white women.  She expressed some apprehension about this at first but 
eventually came to befriend her white teammates and enjoyed playing on the high school 
basketball team.  Aside from her own experiences playing basketball, Deernose reflected on its 
significance within the Crow community: “Basketball was one thing about school that we all 
liked.  I think that is why a lot of Crow boys kept going until high school.  In the Esheba camp, 
you could see young kids throwing baskets through barrel hoops all the time.”  Deernose 
continued, “I don’t know why Crows took to basketball so much.  In our games we always look 
for individual winners…It’s that way in basketball, too, even though you are a member of a 
team.  You can still be the best scorer, or the one who wins the game with a final basket.”433  For 
Deernose, her engagement with Crow athletic culture did not end with her schooling.  She 
recounted the many games she and others would play after church on Sundays, such as foot races 
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and shinny.  Even though the missionaries disapproved of shinny because of the gambling 
component of the game, Deernose and other Crow women ignored their complaints and enjoyed 
their Sunday games.434  
 Within the individual stories and recollections of Lucille Winnie, Alma Hogan Snell, and 
Agnes Yellowtail Deernose, there emerges a collective narrative about the significance of sport 
within these women’s lives.  Whether it was to escape the boredom and monotony of teaching 
duties, compete against and beat white women athletes, or find moments to enjoy being at 
school, athletic participation became a way in which these women survived the struggles of 
being Native women in twentieth century America.  None of the anecdotes provided centered on 
using sport to attain national fame or generate revenue like the Haskell football teams of the 
early twentieth century.  Instead, these women used sport to gain acceptance by their male peers 
or prove their abilities against white women.  With the exception of Alma Hogan Snell, who was 
forced to abandon sports due to her health, these women continued to pursue athletic 
opportunities even after they finished their formal schooling.  In this regard, the athletic culture 
these women embodied transcended the confines of boarding schools, mission schools, and other 
spaces where Western education ideologies were imposed.  What started as a sport created and 
played by primarily white women, basketball became a predominant activity with Native 
communities for both men and women.   
In the same way that histories of women’s sport in the U.S. begin with the activities of 
white women in the nineteenth century and obfuscate the presence an Indigenous women’s 
athletic culture, the same can be said for the history of women’s athletics from 1930-1970.  
Starting around 1930, many educational institutions, such as high schools, began curtailing their 
organized athletics for women, a trend that lasted until the passage of Title IX in 1973.  This is 
                                               
434 Ibid., 186-187. 
  
215 
not to say that women were not still finding ways to engage in sports, and perhaps the most 
famous example of such was the creation of the women’s professional baseball league during 
World War II.  However, in the literature that does document women’s sporting efforts in the 
latter parts of the twentieth century, Native women’s voices remain absent, despite evidence that 
Native women continued to play the sports they learned at boarding schools along with their own 
nation’s games and sports.  These discrepancies within the archives and literature on histories of 
women’s sport illuminate the meaning behind Ella Deloria’s report on women’s physical 
education at Haskell in 1922.  Deloria was unconcerned with the ideal body, perfect form, or 
obsessive measuring and weighing of bodies.  She saw physical activity as a source of pleasure, 
bodily freedom, and a continuous thread that connected multiple generations of Native women.  
Deloria’s methodology provides a framework that challenges the very nature of Western 
conceptions and brings to the forefront alternative understandings of athletic cultures. 
As historians of sport look to the future of the field it is imperative that diverse voices 
and cosmologies of sport be represented and privileged.  Such an approach allows for a better 
understanding of our contemporary sporting world and the issues of diversity and inclusion that 
continue to plague modern sport.  Despite legislation such as Title IX and other policies at the 
collegiate and professional levels to further a diverse agenda, the demographic of those in control 
of modern sport remain predominantly white, male, and heterosexual.  Moving beyond narratives 
of inclusion and offering alternative sporting paradigms is a necessary step needed to dismantle 
the hegemony of whiteness and masculinity within modern U.S. athletic culture.  The athletic 
“body,” in all of its many forms and manifestations, requires continued attention and theorization 
both within and outside the walls of the academy.  
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